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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
Objectives
This dissertation had several objectives.

The chief objective was

simply to describe the history of attitudes within the Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod toward life insurance.

There has been an oral tradition

within the Missouri Synod which states that although the Synod had once
opposed life insurance it no longer did so because life insurance has
changed.

The first objective, therefore, has been to try to determine

the validity of that oral tradition.
A preliminary investigation of the topic indicated that this oral
tradition was probably false.

This suggested a second objective, namely,

to determine the process whereby the Synod has changed its position
without admitting that it had in fact changed.

This objective has

heightened significance within the Missouri Synod, since there has been
a deep-seated belief within the Synod that it has never undergone
theological changes.

One writer, who was himself involved in the life

insurance issue, has referred to this tendency to preserve historical
continuity as 'The Burden of Infallibility. 111

Thus the second objective

has been to trace the process of change in general and the rationalization
of this change in particular.
1Theodore Graebner, 'The Burden of Infallibility: A Study in the
History of Dogma," Concordia Historical Institute Quarterly, XXXVIII
(J'uly 1965), 88-94. See also Arthur c. Repp, ''Changes in the Missouri
Synod," Concordia Theological Monthly, XJCCVIII (July-August 1967),
458-478.
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A third objective was to use the topic of life insurance as means of
fitting the history of the Missouri Synod into the wider social and
cultural context in America.

Although several other topics could have

been chosen instead of this one, such as the Synod's attitudes toward
labor unions, toward communism and socialism in the nineteenth century,
prohibition, or dancing, the topic of life insurance was selected
largely because it touched on several facets of American culture.

The

life insurance issue brought the Synod into tension with what was at the
end of the nineteenth century the largest financial institution in the
United States.
taking interest.

The life insurance issue also involved the matter of
The reinvestment of premiums by life insurance companies

was initially a major theological reason why some Synodical leaders opposed
life insurance.

The usury issue reveals attitudes within the Synod toward

A.~erican economic systems as well as the manner in which some leaders eried
to apply sixteenth-century theology to nineteenth century capitalistic
America.
Another important cultural contact came in the area of fraternal
life insurance.

The Synod took a very strong stand against secret

societies and lodges.

One reason for the immense popularity of these -

societies at the end of the nineteenth century was their offering of
assessment life insurance.

These societies, many of them German,

attracted large numbers of Germans, including German Lutherans.

Finally,

it was hoped that the investigation would also make slightly clearer the
extent to which the Synod fell into line with the attitudes of other
religious denominations in America, especially Germans and other Lutherans.

3

A fourth objective was to determine the manner in which life i n ~
ance was handled pastorally.

As such, the dissertation is an investigation

of a problem in practical theology.

An attempt was made to discover both

the theology wh~cb lay behind the Synod's position on life insurance and
to discover bow these attitudes were conveyed to the church at large and
to members of individual congregations in particular.
Limitations
The dissertation is concerned less with life insurance than the
attitudes of the Synod toward life insurance.

For this reason no attempt

was made to examine or even to list all the cbnages which occurred in tbe
history of life insurance during the period tbat the Synod's leaders
opposed life insurance.

Chapter II provides background material on the

general history of life insurance, but it is not integral to the dissertation
and the casual reader may skim or even skip it without fear of serious
loss.

The use of technical insurance terminoiogy was avoided wherever·

possible.

This seemed justifiable, since the Synod itself rarely dis-

cussed life insurance in technical terms.

-

Tbe writer acknowledges bis

own limitations in tbe field of life insurance, although be did audit a

course on life insurance at Valparaiso University.
In attempting to set the attitudes within the Synod toward life
insurance into a wider context, the writer discovered that virtually no
secondary literature was available on the topic of religious attitudes
toward life insurance.

His investigation included a rather thorough

examination of materials available within the Evangelical Lutheran Synodical
Conference (1872-1967).

An exhaustive study of other religious denominations

4

in America was not made to determine their attitudes toward life insurance.
Information discovered in this investigation about such groups has been
included in this dissertation.
Chronologically the dissertation is limited to the period roughly
between 1860 and 1935.

In 1866 the first published criticism of life

insurance appeared, and by 1935 there is complete silence within the
Synod on the topic.
The title of the dissertation is "The History of Attitudes Within
the Missouri Synod Toward Life Insurance."

The title is carefully worded

to make clear that the Synod in its general convention did not pass ·
official resolutions on life insurance.

There are purists who object to

the statement that "The Missouri Synod was opposed to life insurance .-"
The question of whether the Synod as a Synod opposed life insurance or
simply whether individuals within the Synod opposed life insurance is
discussed in Chapter VI.
Finally, the dissertation is only a narrative of the process of change,
and in that sense is nonjudgmental.

The study is not intended to prove

any persons or positions right, wrong, or imprudent.

If there is any

value in studying history it is not so much to choose heroes and villains,
although there may be natural inclinations to do so and at times to do so
may even be necessary, but rather the value of history lies in the study
of decision making processes.

At best, history is usually only able to

illuminate the reasons why we have come to think the way we do and
sensitize us to the dilemmas and issues of the present by reflecting on
those of the past.

5

Sources
As noted above, one limitation was the lack of secondary sources on
the general history of religious attitudes toward life insurance.

With

regard to the study of attitudes within the Missouri Synod, the investigation included a page by page examination of the Synod's chief publications.
These included_Der Lutheraner, Lehre und Webre, The Lutheran Witness, and
the general Synodical Proceedings.
when indicated.

District Proceedings were examined

Individual articles from these publications have not been

listed in the bibliography of the dissertation.
Various manuscript collections from the nineteenth and twentieth
century were also used.

Almost twenty handwritten minutes of pastoral

conferences from the period were examined.
Gothic script.

These were usually in the

At least a dozen of these bound ledger volumes contaiUu

material on life insurance.

These were available at Concordia Historical

Archives of the Lutheran Church--Missouri Synod.
important minutes are apparently no longer extant.

Unfortunately, certain
These include the

minutes of the Atlantic District Pastoral Conference during the first
decade of the twentieth century at which the first public rejection of the
traditional arguments against life insurance were refuted, and the minutes
of the various pastoral conferences in Wisconsin, which are known to have
discussed life insurance during the period in which the Aid Association
for Lutherans was established.
During the period of change, roughly 1900 to 1930, there was almost
complete silence on the issue in the official publications_ of the Missouri
Synod.

Of extreme value, therefore, was the correspondance of Theodore

6

Graebner, a professor at Concordia Seminary, St. Louis, and an editor of
several of the Synod's publications.
influential church leader.

Graebner was a highly respected and

Another rich source of information was the

correspondence files of the Aid Association for Lutherans (generously made
available to this researcher), particularly for the period between 1907
and 1926.

The Correspondent, a quarterly publication for members of the

Aid Association for Lutherans, was another valuable ~esource.
In order to obtain additional information pertaining to the twentieth
century a questionnaire was sent out to older pastors and teachers within
The Lutheran Church--Missouri Synod.

The questionnaire was sent to all

pastors and teachers who graduated from their professional training in
1915 or before and to random graduates between 1915 and approximately
1930.

The questionnaire was intended to provide some basic statistical

information as well as to elicit additional firsthand information and leads
to other sources of information.

For the most part the last two objectives

were fulfilled better than the first.

With some exceptions the statistical

data was too complex to evaluate properly, although the personal comments
which were made on the questionnaire were very helpful in elucidating the
changes within the Synod.

CHAPTER II
A BRIEF HISTORY OF INSURANCE AND LIFE INSU~E
Introducticn
Life insurance, like most human institutions, bas a dynamic history.
Many of the basic principles of life insurance were developed already in
the ancient world, but it was not until the last two hundred years that
these principles were rigorously applied and popularized.

Tbe middle third

of the nineteenth century witnessed the energetic marketing of life insurance,
the success of which led to greater awareness of the financial security
afforded by life insurance.

This in turn fostered the development of more

flexible life insurance policies.

And this in turn bas caused life insurance

to become an extremely important part of the financial life of tbe great
majority of Americans in the twentieth century.
The writer will attempt in this chapter to tell briefly the story of
the origins of insurance, especially life insurance, up to the •middle of
the nineteenth century, the time at wbicb the Missouri Synod first addressed
itself to the matter of life insurance.
Since the writer is investigating tbe reactions of the Missouri Synod
to life insurance as a means for uncovering tbe theology and practice of
tbe Synod in the light of American cultural influences, be does not need
to trace the complete history of life insurance.

Altbougb students of life

insurance and of economic history will recognize that essential factors
are omitted, they should take into account that tbe purpose of this chapter
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is to provide sufficient information ao the reader can appreciate the
persp~ctive from which the Missouri Synod leadership made its first public
evaluations of life insurance.
The Origins of Insurance
Historians have traced the development of insurance from the beginnings
of civilization itself.

The sharing of risks and common dangers in order

to attain greater protection against various perils is said to have been
a basic impetus for the establishment of human society. 1

Although risk

sharing is a basic principle of insurance, insurance in the modern sarise
is more refined than the general principle of association for mutual
protection and assistance.

The modern functional concept of insurance

involves a legal contract between two consenting parties for the sake
of mutual benefit.

The purpose of such insurance contracts is to transfer

the undesirable financial consequences that m,-y result from the occurrence
of an event from the insured to the insurer. 2
The previous definition asserts that the transfer of risk from one
party to another constitutes insurance.

A more strict definition of in-

surance requires that in addition to transference of risk there must also
1 J. Owen Stalson, Marketing Life Insurance; Its History in America
(Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1942), pp. 7-11. For
a similar statement see CDulyle R. Buley, The American Life Convention.
1906-1952: A Study in the History of Life Insurance (New York: AppletonCentury-Crofts, Inc., 1953), I, 3-5.
2 Mark R. Greene writes in Risk and Insurance (Chicago: SouthWestern Publishing Company, 1962), .i;. 192: ''The insured's consideration
is made up of bis monetary payment plus bis agreement to abide by the conditions of the insurance contract. The insurer's consideration is bis
promise to pay indemnity upon the occurrence of certain perils, to defend
the insured in legal actions, or to perform other matters, such as inspection or collection services, as the contract may specify."

9

be a large number of individuals exposed to the same risk who share in
the losses realized by a small minority.
between the two definitions.

There is an important difference

Risk transference alone without sharing of

losses resembles a wagering contract.

The concept of sharing losses, on

the other hand, permits the application of the laws of probability which
enables the computation of reasonably equitable premiums that are used
to compensate for the losses suffered by the few. 3
Although modern insurance is more than human cooperation and assistance, there is evidence that insurance even in the modern sense existed
in the ancient world.

The earliest known instance comes from the

Babylonians in the third and fourth millenia before Christ.

The Code of

Hammurabi, dated about 2250 B.c., in clauses 100-105, described contracts
made between merchants and caravaners.

According to this document, a

merchant assigned his wares to a caravaner to transport and to sell upon
arrival at the destination.

The caravaner in return guaranteed full

repayment of the value of the merchandise together with an interest fee.
In the event that the merchandise was .lost or stolen through no fault of
the caravaner, the caravaner would be relieved from all obligation to
repay the merchant both the principle and the interest.

In order to be

adequately compensated for taking this risk, the merchant demanded a high
interest payment, which may be considered a kind of insurance premium..
By accumulating the premiums of successful expeditions, the merchant was
3cf. Greene, pp. 45-55, for a discussion of these principles.
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thereby able to off-set those which experienced a loss.4

Similar practices

have been observed in the trading practices of the Phoenecians in the
period from 1600 to 1000 B.C.

Trenerry, the generally accepted authority

on the origins of insurance, believes that the Phoenecians borrowed their
ideas of risk sharing in business contracts from the Babylonians.

The

Phoenecians developed a contract known as bottomry, which is the ancient
antecedent of modern marine insurance. 5
In India the Hindus developed a rather sophisticated form of the
bottomry contract no later than 600 B.C.

Two outstanding features of the

Indian practice were the highly developed skill in appraising the time and
amount of risk involved in specific voyages, and the determination of
whether full or partial forgiveness of the debt should be made for loss
other than robbery. 6

Greek practices around the year 350 B.C. indicate

further development.

Contracts were deposited in banks; collateral worth

twice the amount of the loan was required; the loan was for a stipulated

4c. F. Trenerry, The Origin and Early History of Insurance Including
the Contract of Bottomry (London: P. s. King and Son, Ltd., 1926), pp.
6-7, 52-56; Cf. Buley, I, 4 and Greene, p. 279. Trenerry reports that
the normal maximum interest rate among the Babylonians was twenty per
cent, whereas rates on contracts such as the one described above would
range from fifty to one hundred per cent. Trenerry, p. 8.
5Trenerry is convinced that the Phoenecian system was more that of
lending, since the shipowners put up their ships as collateral. If for
some reason the cargo itself was to be used as collateral for a loan, the
contract was called respondentia, pp. 6-8, 52-56. Nevertheless, it is true
that the element of risk was recognized, and the Phoenecian practice therefore seems to differ little £rom that of the Babylonians.
6 Trenerry, p. 9.

-
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period of time; penalties were administered if the conditions of the
loan were broken; and losses through jettison of cargo and ransom were
included in the risks of the loan. 7

Roman practices are datable from

around 300 B.C. and were essentially the same as the Greek.

These

practices remained virtually unchanged until the decline of the empire in
the fifth century A.D.

Interest rates were established by mutual consent

of the lender and borrower, until 529 A.D., when Justinian under Christian
influence limited the interest rates.

This restriction lasted only a

short time, since it became apparent that the restricted ~ates were not
commensurate with the risk and profit. 8
With the decline of the Roman Empire and the subsequent curtailment
of trade both by land and sea, the need for protection in the transportation
of merchandise also declined.

The Middle Ages saw a decidedly more

agrarian society develop, which had its own kinds of risks and coumon
dangers.
leigedom.

These were handled through the feudal system of vassalage and
An alternative to the feudal system was the so-called guild

system which developed as early as in the eighth and ninth centuries.
These guilds bore strong resemblance to the ancient Roman collegia, which
will be discussed below.

The guilds were chiefly concerned with promoting

the mutual welfare of their members and mutual support in the event of
specific losses.

Mutual support was needed against oppression from

7rbid., p. 10 • .
8 rbid., pp. 7-12, 101.

12
territorial lords, loss of goods by fire, perils at sea, and other dangers.

9

The craft guilds provided many of the same benefits that fraternal

insurance organizations provided in the nlneteentb and early twentieth
century, such as assistance for sick and aisabled members and the payment
of burial expenses. 10

It is known that by the eleventh century some of

the stronger villages, such as those in Flanders, Mempsisc, and elsewhere
provided for economic uncertainties by levying assessments on its members. 11
From the twelfth to sixteenth centuries mutual assistance programs were
created to compensate for loss by fire, shipwreck, captivity, damage to
livestock, and other perils.

While such insurance was originally practiced

in family or tribal groups, by the end of the period, these insurance
.
. ke • 12
arrangements had apparent1y become more bus1ness-l1
Since the sixteenth century insurance bas developed at an increasingly
rapid rate.

Insurance development paralleled the development of modern,

industrial society, for there are three conditions necessary before private
insurance (as known in the twentieth century) can flourish:

(1) there

9Trenerry, pp. 246-251. These societies were secret, which caused
legislation during the time of Charlemagne to be directed against this
aspect of their existence. The government was not opposed to secrecy as
such, but it was opposed to the great politieal potential which could be
developed by the societies if g6ven secrecy.
lOBuley, I, 10.
11Buley, I, 8-12; 'k'enerry, pp. 252-253.
12Trenerry, pp. 244, 275. Cf. also, Terrence O'Donnell, History of
Life Insurance in its Formative Years. (Chicago: American Conservation
==;,_;;=..;;;,;==;;...=---'--...;;----=--------Company, 1926) 1 pp. 77-84.
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must be a free economic system; (2) society must be highly developed and
industrialized; and (3) legal relationships must be carefully defined,
13
understood by all and fairly enforced.
Thus with the development of
industry, urban society, legal and judical systems, a large variety of
insurance has come into existence, including fire, marine, automobile,
public liability, health, weather, theft, and a multiplicity of variations
on these basic types.
The first insurance to be issued in America was marine insurance.
Records from 1682 show that ships sailing between the American colonies
and England were insured.

The first insurance office in America is

reported to have been in existence at least by 1721, in Philadelphia.

In

the next half century insurance offices multiplied but were limited to
the sale of marine insurance. 14
13Greene, p. 93. Greene further writes: ''The institution of insurance does not flourish in an economy that is primarily agricultural,
or industrially undeveloped. This is true not because risks are entirely
absent, but because they are not developed to the degree necessary to
support a highly organized system of institutions to handl~ them. In an
agricultural society, individuals may have a tendency to be relatively
independent, to be willing to assume many more risks than is true in more
industrialized societies. Furthermore, people in agricultural societies
are not as dependent on money as such, as is true in the more advanced
economies • • • • A peril that destroys one crop would probably not leave
the farmer entirely without food supply, because other crops, or help
from neighbors, would supply bis needs. If a building burns, perhaps
neighbors cooperated voluntarily to restore it or replace it and no
remuneration is felt to be necessary." p. 94.
14Jobn H. Magee and David L. Bickelhaupt, General Insurance (7th
edition; Homewood, Illinois: Richard D. Irwin, Inc., 1964), p. 892.
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The development of fire insurance lagged behind marine insurance in
both England and America, until the London fire of 1666 demonstrated the
value of insuring buildings.

Fire insurance companies were established

in America, because English companies were not permitted to sell fire
insurance in the colonies.
founded in 1735.

The first American fire insurance company was

It lasted only five years.

The first continuing fire

company was organized by Benjamin Franklin in 1752.
was a mutual company.

Franklin's company

The first stock company was the Insurance Company

of North America, chartered in 1794.

By 1800 there were ten mutual and

four stock companies, and by 1820 there were seventeen stock companies in
15
New York alone.
Fire and other types of casualty insurance soon came of
age in an increasingly urban and industrial age.
The Origins of Life Insurance in the
I

Ancient and Medieval World
The Romans seem to have been the first people to develop a specific
form of life insurance.

Trenerry suggests that a kind of term insurance

may very well have been practiced in connection with marine insurance.
The life of the shipmaster was ..insured" for a specific period of time,
such as the length of a voyage.
''wager insurance ~'"

The practice was probably known as

This name apparently developed because the risk was

the uncertainty of death within a specified period

of

time (such as the

length of a voyage) as opposed to insurance based on the certainty of
15Ibid., pp. 889-893.

15

death with the question being when will death occur. 16
The Romans bad anotb~r practice which bears definite resemblence to
modern methods of life insurance.
or "collegia."

This was the so-called "burial club"

Not all the aspects and characteristics of the burial

clubs are known, but the following seem to have been generally true.
There were three kinds of burial clubs, composed of either civilians,
veterans, or soldiers.

The civilian burial clubs developed around tbe

first century A.D. and were probably an adaptation of rites from Greek
mystery religions.

At first the Roman clubs were religious organizations

in which burial played a focal role in honoring the patron diety and hence
ga ining immortality for the deceased.

To assure proper burial rites for

all members, the clubs arranged mont~ly assessments upon each member.

By

the second or third centuries many of these organizations lost their
specifically religious orientation and became almost exclusively social
in nature but with the continuing provision for burial funds.
were drawn primarily from the lower and middle classes.

Members

Many clubs ad-

mitted women; slaves could join with their master's permission.

Since

there seems to have been some restriction with regard to age, it is inferred
there was some recognition of the gradation of risk. which is tbe: basic
function of modern mortality tables.

At a later time burials were no longer

so elaborate causing surplus funds to develop.
heirs of the deceased.
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16Trenerry, pp. 139-142, 220-226, 229.
17

Trenerry, pp. 182-198.

These were given to the

1
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The veterans' societies were similar to the civilian ones.

The major

difference was that veterans as retired soldiers were usually older or in
poorer health and could therefore not be accepted on an equitable basis into
the civilian societies.

Since most veterans had few friends or relatives

outside the military, the veterans' clubs undoubtedly also served social
purposes.

18

The veterans' clubs were abolished by Emperor Marcian in

.

the fLfth century.

19

The military clubs were usually restricted to military camps and had
no pretention of being religious.
(1)

The usual objectives of these clubs were:

to make reimbursements for losses experienced in the discharge of pro-

fessional duties; (2) to provide death benefits for each member who died
while in the service; (3) to pay specified sums upon dismissal from the
army; and (4) to pay a certain sum upon discharge.

The latter two

objectives probably were intended to provide either a stipend to live on
or to assist in joining a veterans' club.

20

Although very little is known about it, the development of a mortality
table by a certain Domitius Ulpianus in the third century A.D. is significant.

Often a man desired to bequeath to a non-legal heir an annuity.

An

annuity is the payment of a specified sum every year as long as the annuitant
lived.

Since Roman law permitted that no more than three quarters of the

estate could be willed to non-legal heirs, it was necessary to calculate
how long the recipient of such a gift would probably live in order to
18The miaimum age for entry was forty-six; civilian societies normally
accepted members until age thirty. ~ - • p. 25.
19tbid.
20

~

•• pp. 25-27.
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determine how much of the estate would be required to meet this specific
bequest.

Ulpian's mortality table apparently was restricted to the calcu-

lation of annuities. 21
No explanations appear in the literature indicating when or why tbe
burial clubs terminated.
of the Roman Empire.

Perhaps they declined with other institutions

Although the Romans seem to have developed all the

principles and ·1:ods· for the establishment of life insurance in its modern
form, it never developed.
The Middle Ages witnessed no advances either in the principles or
the practice of life insurance.

Among the suggested reasons for this

retardation of life insurance development are the activity of the guilds,
the operation of the church's charitable institutions, the church's opposition to usury, and the failure to develop the necessary scientific
knowledge, and most basically the failure to recognize the value of life
insurance. 22

Whatever the reason, the closest practice to life insurance

in the Middle Ages seems to have been in the guilds, where members arranged
for the support of a fellow member:•s family should the support be necessary.
History of Life Insurance in the Modern World
The origins of modern life insurance can be traced back to the sixteenth
century.

Life insurance then was neither popular nor scientific.

The first

half of tbe sixteenth century witnessed legislation against life insurance.
21Trenerry, pp. 150-157; Buley, I, 7.
22 Buley I, 12-23.
I
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In 1544 Charles V, Holy Roman Emperor, forbade the insurance of children
on the grounds that such insurance was ''wager insurance," that is, gambling,
23
and not the same as other forms of insurance •
Furthermore, while life
insurance, presumably even the so-called ''wager insurance," was permitted
in England, Naples, and Florence, it was prohibited in France, Holland, and
probably Spain. In Belgium laws against life insurance of any kind date
24
from 1571.
The civil statutes of Genoa, 1588, stated:
Securities, bonds or wagers may not be made without the license of
the State, upon the life of the Pope, nor upon the life of the
Emperor, nor upon the life of kings, cardinals, dukes, princes,
bishops, nor upon the life of other lords or persons in constituted
dignities, ecclesiastical or secular. Neither may they be made upon
the acquisition, loss or change of lordships, gover~nts, kingdoms,
provinces, duchies, cities, lands, or places • • • •
The inference drawn from the last quotation is that the lives of important
people bad been insured by those who bad an economic interest in the lives
of such people, but that the practice probably gave rise to moral hazards, in
that the lives of such people were jeopardized.

Whether the laws pro-

hibiting the insurance of children and dignitaries indicate that these
were the only persons who were insured, or whether there were other completely legal forms of insurance practiced is not noted by Trenerry or
others.

As late as 1681 there was a French law against insuring the lives

of men.

Life insurance was not accepted in France until 1783.

26

What was the source of this opposition to life insurance? O'Donnell
identifies the cause as the church's thousand years of opposition to usury.
23 Trenerry, pp. 156, 277-278.
24
~
•• pp. 155-156.
25o•Donnell, p. 89.
260 1 Donnell, pp. 89-91.
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Based on Scriptural passages such as Exodus 22:25, Leviticus 25:39, and
Deuteronomy 24:19, church and state both strongly opposed usury but this
. 11 y wLse.
.
27
was not a 1ways economLca

Usury was defined not as excessive

interest but as the exacting of any interest for having loaned out money.
By the late Middle Ages the church's opposition to usury in the absolute
sense waned.

For example, in 1515 the Fifth Lateran Council ruled that

interest might be charged under defined conditions and at a moderate rate.
In 1546 Henry VIII legalized a ten per cent annual rate of interest in
England.

When Henry's son, Edward VI, repealed his father• s action in 1552,

the rate of illicit lending rose to fourteen per cent, where it remained
until 1571, when Elizabeth I restored it to ten per cent. 28
With the slight relaxation of the usury laws a type of contract known
as an annuity began to flourish.

Although there were many variations, an

annuity contract was basically a means for providing economic security for
a specified period in the annuitant's life, usually from a specific age to
the time of death.

A high rate of interest was guaranteed to the annuitant,

because those annuitants who died earlier than normal forfeited the remaining
principal. This was construed by many in the sixteenth century to be a disguised form of interest, although many prominent persons invested their
monies in annuities.

Behind the mental contortions involved in trying to

distinguish between interest and other forms of contracts lay a basic principle of life insurance, namely, that economic uncertainty could be practically
eliminated through the sharing of a common risk by a large number of persons.
27Ibid., p. 91. O'Donnell suggests that the ban on interest drove the
underground interest rates even higher because of the increased danger of
lending under such circumstances.
28a•Donnell, p. 93.
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What remained was the development of tools for the more accurate evaluation
of the extent of risk associated with the loss of life.

This was to come

in the seventeenth century. 29
The sixteenth century also witnessed the first genuine, recorded life
insurance contract.

In 1583, in London, the life of a certain William

Gybbons was insured for the period of one year.
this first recorded policy.
of the year.
bad agreed.

A strange quirk accompanied

Gybbons died just a few days before the end

His insurers were reluctant to pay the sum to which they
They claimed that the agreement was based on twelve lunar months,

not on one solar year.

The matter was litigated, with the result that the

insurers finally paid.

Although the publicity of the case did much to

popularize the idea of insurance, "·the early underwriters considered
life insurance as a gamble, and nothing else.,.JO
Another form of economic contract which falls within the history of
life insurance, broadly defined, was the so-called "tontine."

Named after

Lorenzo Tonti, an Italian physician and banker of the seventeenth century,
the tontine bad its heyday at the end of the seventeenth century , and during
most of the eighteenth century.

The plan was briefly revived in the last

half of the nineteenth century in America.

Although this system of capi-

talization and annuity is named after Tonti, be did not originate the plan.
In the 1550's Berthold Holtzschuber, the Burgomeister of Nuremberg,
proposed that all citizens be forced to insure their children at birth by
means of a single payment to the city.

When the child married or came of

290 1 nonne11, pp. 101-112.
30Ibid., pp. 177-181. O'Donnell included the text of the policy on
Gybbonsr-Ine, pp. 178-179.
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age, he would receive a payment of three times the original deposit.
Should the child die, the deposit would be retained by the city.
were mutual advantages in this plan.

There

The city would raise the capital

required for its purposes, an,;i the children would have stipulated funds
available to them when they needed them most, at the onset of adult life.
The Nuremberg citizenry did not accept the plan.
In 1605 George Obrecht, a law professor at Strasborg, suggested a
s imilar . plan.

Obrecht's plan involved the original deposit with repayment

of the principal occuring for males at the age of twenty-four, for females
at the age of eighteen.

In the meantime annual interest of four or five

per cent would be paid.

Should the child die, the loan could be transferred

to other children.

If there were no other children the principal would

revert to the public treasury.31
Tonti's plan was devised primarily to raise capital for the French
government.

Essentially Tonti's plan was an annuity in which individuals

would deposit specified sums and receive in return a specified annual income
according to the age of the depositor.

There were fourteen age classifications;

the older depositors received higher annuities.

Ten per cent of the principal

was divided annually among the fourteen classes of participants.

As the

number of participants diminished, the proporttonate individual share increased.

Although the division into fourteen separate classifications

indicated an appreciation for the problem of mortality rates, the tontine
system still was not life insurance.

The annuity provided an income for

the participant while he was alive, whereas life insurance was developed
31suley, I, 15.
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to provide an estate or income for the survivors of the participant. 32
The first tontine in France began in 1689, after Tonti's death.
second was projected in 1695, and a third was opened in 1759.
tontine was outlawed in France.

A

By 1783 the

Tontines were developed in other countries.

Amsterdam had one already in 1671; England in 1692, 1766, and 1789;
Brandenburg in 1698; and Gotha, Germany in 1752.
in 1733, 1775, and 1777.

The Irish had tontines

The system even reached America where the Universal

Tontine Association was organized in 1792.

Two years later it reorganized

as the Insurance Company of North America. 33
Although the tontines did much to interest people in the idea of annuities, they also tended to retard the growth of life insurance.

~st

people were attracted to the tontines because of their speculative nature,
rather than to gain economic security.

The tontines were viewed as large

gambling pools I since the scientific principles of the tontine were "of so
abstruse a character as to soar over the beads of all but the most learned
men. ,,34
Of great significance were scientific or acturial principles which
had been developed and were being employed in the 1Dntines.
is composed of two distinct and equally important elements.
ascertaining the rate of mrcrtality at successive ages.

Actuarial science
The first is

The second is calcu-

lating the total amount of the premium.;by determining the amount needed to
cover the immediate risk, and the amount that must be set aside with
32Buley, 1 1 16; O'Donnell, pp. 159-160. It should be noted, however,
that annuities are an important role in the life insurance picture today,
since the annuity is frequently employed as a form of a settlement of many
life insurance policies.
330 1 Donnell, pp. 160-174.
34stalson, p. 36;

Cf. Buley, I, 16.
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interest to cover the risk of future years.

Although these two ideas

seem quite simple, the gathering of data for the first and the mathematics
necessary for the second were not established quickly. 35
The mortality table of Ulpianus in the third century A.D. bas already
been mentioned.

It seems to have been the only such table until the six-

teenth century.

Although Ulpianus' table was based on a society over twelve

hundred years old, that fact did not hinder its use in the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries. 36
The stimulus for recalculating mortality rates, strangely enough, came
from the gambling tables.

Although not a gambler himself, the famous Blaise

Pascal in 1654, became intrigued
and card tables.

by

the problem of probability at the dice

By experimenting with cards and dice, Pascal and Pierre de

Fermat discovered that the possibility of winning at any particular occurrence
could be reduced to a ratio.

With a sufficient number of exposures or occur-

rences, it was possible virtually to eliminate the element of risk.

When

applied to life insurance this came to be known as the "law of large
numbers • ,.3 7
In the remainder of the seventeenth century a number of other mathematicians and statisticians contributed to the growing acturaial science.
John De Witt, from the Netherlands, in 1671, applied the theory of probability
to the valuation of life annuities by using the somewhat meager vital
35o'Donnell, p. 92.
36Trenerry, p. 157.
37Buley, I, 18.
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statistics at his disposai. 38

Other important contributions were by the

man most famous for his calculations of the orbit of the comet bearing bis
name, Edmund Halley.

Halley used the death records of Breslau in Silesia

for the period from 1687 to 1691, to calculate mortality probability.

Al-

though he used both age and sex, bis age intervals were five ye~rs instead
of one.

With the work of men such as Graunt, Pascal, Fermat, Halley, and

many others of lesser fame, the actuarial knowledge necessary not only for
annuities but also for life insurance was developed.

Refinement bas con-

tinued with more accurate observation of mortality within the categories
of geographic area, sex, occupation, and even physical health, but by the
end of the seventeenth century only the rudiments had been developed.
The practice of life insurance in its more modern sense did not really
develop until the beginning of the eighteenth century.

Although life in-

surance policies were written during the sixteenth and seventeen centuries,
these were what are known today as one or two year non-renewable term insurance.

Such policies were often taken-out for the benefit of creditors

or for other purposes which required only relatively. limited periods of
coverage.

Such insurance paid almost no attention to mortality probability

and the premium was usually five per cent of the amount insured.
policies during this period were for legitimate purposes.
policies lent themselves to abuse and just plain gambling.

Not all

Short term
39

l 8o•nonnell, pp. 146-151. Ten years earlier, John Graunt bad attempted
to develop some mortality tables, but he simply tried to determine the number of deaths per year in the popula~ion. He did not pay attention to the
ages of the deceased. The fact that bis data was based on the statistics of
the plague years in England did not enhance the abiding validity of bis
conclusions.
39stalson, p. 37; Gary I. Salzman, "Insurable Interest in Life Insurance,"
The Insurance Law Journal, issue 512 (September 1965), 517-521. The laws
against the insuring of children and public personages in the Netherlands,
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Although the first recorded life insurance policy was written on William
Gybbons in 1583, the first life insurance society in England for purposes
other than business or fire did not come into existence until the close of
the seventeenth century.

The ~ociety of Assurance for Widows and Orphans

was established in 1699, by a Mr. Stanfield.
according to mutual assessment.

The organization was to operate

Membership was limited to two thousand

and each member was required to pay five shillings on entrance to establish
a reserve; be was to pay an additional five shillings at the death of each
member to replenish the reserve.

Persons over fifty years were excluded,

and all members began with a six month probationary period.

These facts

make it clear that some attention was given to mortality rates and adverse
selections, but no restrictions were made with regard to age, health, or
occupation. 40
lar societies.

Mr. Stanfield's idea triggered the organization of many simiOne of the better conceived and more stable was the Amicable

Society ~or a Perpetual Assucance Office, organized in 1706.

41

The Amicable

advertised various advantages for participating in the society. T.be following
description covers many of the modern applications of life insurance:
1. Clergy, Physicians, Surgeons, Lawyers, Tradesmen, and

persons possessed of employments for life; and others whose
France, Spain and Italy have been referred to above. It may be presumed
to have been illegal in England also, at least until 1688. Finally, in
1774 English law was established requiring insurable interest in the insured
on the part of the contracting party and other provisions to minimize abuses.
Salzman, issue 512, p. 519. As an example of the kind of abuse that occurred
prior to this, the migration of several hundred Palatine immigrants to
England, who were abandoned by bhe promoter, stimulated wagers on how many
of these persons might die in a given period of time. Buley, I, 17.
40Buley, I, 20-21;

Stalson, pp. 37-39.

411t may be noted that the English prefer the word "assurance," while

Americans prefer the word "insurance."
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income is usually subject to be determined or lessened at their
respective deaths; who by insuring their lives may be morall,1
certain of leaving to their families a claim not less than :ElOO
on each member.

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. . . . . . .

3. To servants or dependants [sic] upon any other person, thereby entitled to wages, salary, or benefaction during the life of
such person; whose life being insured in the Society either by
themselves, or by their servants or dependants respectively; in
either case such servants or dependants may become entitled to
a claim or claims, upon the death of the persons to whom they
are servants or dependants.
4. To persons wanting to borrow money, who by insuring their lives,
assigning their policies to, and depositing the same in the bands
of their creditors, and paying the contributions growing due
thereupon, are unable to give a collateifl, and in some respects
a real security for the money borrowed.
Modern life insurance really began with the founding of the Society for
Equitable Assurance on Lives and Survivorsbips in 1762.

The Equitable, also,

was a mutual association, but it did!!!?! use the assessment method.

Rather,

it charged rates based on the age at entry and the term of the policy.
Extra premiums were charged according to the health and occupation of the
member. 43

Because the rates charged by the Equitable were unusually high,

in addition to which all values were forfeited on lapsed policies, the
Equitable was able to accumulate large surpluses, which as a mutual company
it eventually divided among its policyholders in the form of paid-up
insurance. 44
42 Quoted in Stalson, p. 39.
43stalson, pp. 40-41. Buley, I, 22, writes that extra premiums were
required of persons not having bad the smallpox, while women under fifty
were also charged extra, presumably because of the dangers connected with
pregnancy and childbirth.
44Altbougb lapsed policies lost all values, the Bquitable did offer
a thirty-day grace period, and reinstatement of lapsed policies was possible
within three months. Buley, I, 23.

Other English companies came into existence in the late eighteenth
century.

Leaving the London business mostly to the Equitable, these com-

panies concentrated on the rural areas.
five per cent commissions. 45

Part-time agents were hired for

Although there were nine companies in opera-

tion by 1800, it was not until the nineteenth century that life insurance
began to flourish in England.
companies. 46

By 1844 there were over one hundred twenty

The period from 1800 to 1844 has been called the ''Golden

Age" of life insurance, because all the companies were operating on
scientific bases, receiv~ng favorable government legislation and developing
favorable public images.

47

But even the "Golden Age" had its dross, and

a number of companies failed.
went our of existence.

Between 1824 and 1844, fifty-three companies

The reasons for these terminations lay not in the

inadequacy of scientific principles, but in either the simple insufficient
number of policyholders or the inept investment of the company's capitai.48
Another aspect of life insurance history was the develoP11111nt of the
friendly societies in eighteenth century Eniland.

Since these societies

did not usually and initially apply scientific principles, they are not
often regarded as life insurance in the strictest sense.

At the time of

their founding they were o~ten motivated by religious and social concerns,
but by the end of the nineteenth century their chief purposes were to take
45Stalson, p. 41.
46!lli.• I P• 718 ,.'
47stalson, pp. 42-43. The term ''Golden Age" was applied by a writer
in 1867.
48
Stalson, pp. 43, 718.
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care of the societies' members and the members' families in cases of
sickness and death. 49 Although the friendly societies played a very
important role in English insurance experience, they do not seem to have
50
directly influenced American insurance practices.
In 1801 there were
perhaps 7,200 societies with 600,000 members. 51
Although life insurance companies proliferated in England, ''Countries
on the continent lagged far behind England in the organization of life
insurance companies. 1152

In France life insurance companies were begun

in 1819 and in 1820, but the total amount of life insurance in force in
all of France in 1854 was probably only one-fourth of that held by the
53
Equitable alone in 180o.
The Development of Life Insurance in Germany before 1850
Special attention needs to be paid to the development of life insurance
in Germany, because German development tempered the attitudes of the leaders
of the Missouri Synod in the nineteenth century.
Life insurance developed in Germany at a more rapid rate than in France,
but more slowly than in England.

While the French were mostly preoccupied

49Buley, I, 25.

soStalson,

pp. 445-449.

51

w. T. Blake and u. M. !t>ore, Friendly Societies (Cambridge: Tbe
University Press, 19S1), p. 4.
52

Buley, I, 2S.

S3~• • p. 26.

with Tontines, the "more stolid and factual German temperament" found
54
little appeal in them.
Although the first life insurance company was
not organized in Germany until 1829, 55 there were prior examples of life
insurance in its broadest sense.
Annuity Society was founded.

As early as 1776 the Prussian Widows•

Burial, widows and annuity funds were estab-

lished in other parts of Germany about the same time.

The proliferation

of these societies seems to have been curtailed by various internal German
conflicts and by the Napoleonic Wars. 56

Although be dGes not give the

date, O'Donnell states that after the Napoleonic era a German life insurance promoter named Masius began publishing a paper known as Rundschau
57
der Versicherung_(Review of Insurance).
Although there were German fire
insurance companies, almost all life insurance in Germany was underwritten
58
by English companies. Dependence upon English companies declined with
unfavorable publicity resulting from the death of Duke Frederick IV of
Gotha.

Three of five English compan~es which bad insured the Duke refused

54o•Donnell, p. 404. The section in O'Donnell on the history of
German life insurance, pp. 403-417, is the most extensive English treatment this writer has discovered. The bibliography appended to the book,
contains numerous references to German life insurance bis~bry, but these
were not available for the writing of this dissertation.
55Germany did not exist formally as a nation until 1871. Before
that time, Germany was a "geographical expression" having reference primarily to those states, cities, and principalities which because of a more
or less common culture.
56o•Donnell, pp. 404-405.
57o•Donnell, pp. 408-406.
58Buley, I, p. 26, notes that a life insurance company bad been
started in Hamburg in 1806, but it lasted only a few years.
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to pay.
holders.

Subsequent legal action proved futile for the German policyThe episode tended to generate enthusiasm for German controlled

life insurance.

After about three years of promotion, the first German

life insurance company was established in Gotha in 1828 by Ernst Wilhelm
Arnoldi. 59

The organization was known in German as Die Le~ensversicher-

ungsbank fUr Deutschland in Gotha (The Life Insurance Bank for Germany in
Gotha).

The Gotha firm was a mutual company.

The company established its

rates on the basis of both English and German mortality tables.

The German

Life Insurance Company in Lubeck, was founded about the same time.

In

1831 the Leipzig Life Insurance Company was founded, as was the Hanover
Life Insurance Company.

One of the interesting features of the Hanover

compa y was the annual increase in rates for the policyholder, to keep
the rates in true relation with the actual risk involved •. In other words,
there were increasing premiums rather than level premiums.
was discontinued after twenty-two years. 60

In 1834 the General Assurance

Company in Trieste established a branch in Germany.
Insurance Company was established in 1836.

Thia system

The Berlin Life

The same year saw the establish-

ment of The Life Insurance Institution in Hlnicb, with its business being
restricted completely to Bavaria.

The Duchy of Brunswick bad its first

59
O'Donnell, pp. 405-406. Gotha was approximately seventy miles southwest of Leipzig, where c. F. w. Walther, who was later to become the leader
of the Missouri Synod for forty years, was enrolled at Leipzig University
in the fall of 1829. Gotba was also a little more than one hundred miles
from Dresden, the home of Martin Stephan the early leader of the Saxon
group of immigrants which was later to form the Missouri Synod.
60o'Donnell, p. 408. The reason why the Hanover firm attempted the
system in the first place was to minimize overhead. The lack of reserve
funds meant that no investment!"managera were needed. Increasing premiums
also meant that many dropped the insurance because it became too expensive.
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life insurance company formed in 1842.

The Frankfurt Life Insurance

Company at Frankfort on the Main was founded in 1845.

In the same year

Hamburg became the home of Die Lebensversicberungs Societat Hanmonia in
Hamburg. Three years later the Life and Pension Insurance Association of
Janus was founded in Hamburg.

These pioneering German life insurance

companies encountered stiff competition from foreign companies, especially
those in Austria, Italy, England, and eventually America.

By 1851, almost

a quarter of a century after the founding of the Gotha company, Germany's
twelve companies were few in ,.comparison with England's one hundred fiftytwo.

The German companies , however, did not experience bankruptcy during

periods of economic depression the way English companies did.

61

In Germany there were parallels to the English friendly societies.
These were known as Vereine (societies). Frequently these were quasireligious in nature, such as the Masons, Odd-Fellows, Good Templars,
and others.

Others were oriented to different classes of workers.

Then,

too, there were "special associations for the widows and orphans of deceased members of various professions."62
O'Donnell suggests that the Ger.man societies never became as important
as the English friendly societies because of the different polit:iMl..·
theory of the Germans •

While the English were content to employ government

almost exclusively for the maintenanee of peace, the Germans, influenced
and perhaps typified by the philosophy of John Gottlieb Fichte, held that
61 o•Donnell, pp. 408-413. For a list of German insurance companies
until 1882, see "Lebensversidherung," Brockhaus' Conversations-Lexikon
(Leipzig: F. A. Brockhaus, 1885), X, 875-876.
62o•Donnell, p. 415.

government was to go beyond the mere maintenance of peace and employ its
authority constructively to improve the condition of its citizenry.

In

the last third of the nineteenth century, Germany was therefore far ahead
of both England and America in the development of compulsory workingmen•s
or social insurance. 63

How well most Germans understood the principles

of life insurance, and whether these companies experienced resistance,
especially on religious grounds have not been ascertainable.
The History of Life Insurance in America
Life insurance run America during the colonial period seems to have
been almost totally dependent upon English companies.

English companies

maintained offices in cities such as Boston and Philadelphia.

Few life

insurance policies were written, however.
The first American life insurance society came into existence in
1759, when the New York and Philadelphia Synods of the Presbyterian
denomination set up a corporation for insuring the lives of their ministers.
Legally described as "A Corporation for the Relief of Poor and Distressed
Presbyterian Ministers and of the Poor and Dis~ressed Widows and Children
of Pres~yterian Minister~" the organization was generally patterned after
the annuity plan for pastors in the Church of Scotland. 64 Although
630 1 Donnell, p. 415. William o. Shanahan, German Protestants Face
the Social Question (Notre Dame, Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press,
1954), p. 389, notes that Prussia adopted "compulsory insurance schemes
providing death and sickness benefits," which were widely adopted by
factory owners, municipalities, and occupational groups. In 1854 there
were 2,576 insurance treasuries with 254,420 members. In 1874 there were
4,877 treasuries with almost 800,000 members. In all of Germany in the
same year there were about 10,000 such treasuries and almost two million
members. Shanahan continues that ''Manufacturers with strong religious
feelings and close church ties bad done the most to introduce this social
insurance."
640 1 Donnell, p. 435.
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pastors were expected to contribute "premuims," most of the funds were developed through contribution by lay members.

By 1769 the Episcopalians

had devised and adopted a similar plan for their clergy.

Since neither

of the two corporations employed mortality tables and other principles of
modern life insurance I the application of the term "life insurance" should
probably be guarded. 65
Not until after the Revolutionary War did the first American stock
company come into existence.
America, founded in 1794.

This was the Insurance Company of North

The company did not concentrate all of its

efforts on the selling of life insurance.

By 1800 only one more company

had been formed, making a total of four in America, and two of these were
oriented exclusively for the clergy of two denominations. 66

Most policies

sold by these two American stock companies and the English companies (which
were still operating in America) were not whole life policies, but were
rather term contracts intended to cover specific periods of high risk in
67
. . "dua1' s l"f
·
·
an LndLVL
Le, f or examp1 e, a b usLness
Journey.

During the period from 1813 to 1843, there were four companies which
dominated the business life insurance in America: the Pennsylvania Company
for Insurance on Lives and Granting Annuities, founded in 1812; the
Massachusetts Hospital Life Insurance Company, founded in 1823; the New
York Life Insurance and Trust Company, founded in 1830; and the Girard
6S1bid., p. 749.
66

Ibid., p. 44.

67stalson, p. 44.

O'Donnell, p. 431, points out that most of this
was marine life insurance.

34
Life Insur::ance, Annuity and Trust Company, founded in 1836.68

By 1843

there were fifteen companies in competition, most of which were stock
companies. 69
The Pennsylvania Company bas been noted for its initiation of energetic advertising and promotion of life insurance.

Raving experienced

difficulty in obtaining policyholders, the directors in 1814 authorized
the development of a booklet describing the nature of life insurance, its
scientific principles, its applications and uses, rates, and other information about the company.

Pieces of literature such as this were of vital

importance to the sale of life insurance, since most companies did not
employ agents who actively solicited application.

Such advertising soon

became common to mail companies. 76
Despite such evidences of growing enthusiasm at least on the part of
the sellers, life insurance during the period from 1813 to 1843, did not
become a strong institution in the American economy.
still rested in the annuity and trust companies.

Financial power

Stalson suggests that the

sluggish progress of life insurance can be accounted for to some extent by
its novelty and to some extent by public ignorance.

Another important

factor was general public reluctance to submit to the application with its
inquiries into family and personal health, its c011Cern with
death, its numerous 'declarations' and associated papers, its
investigations of risks • • • and other features.71
68stalson, p. 48.
69~

•• p. 750

70ibid., p. 51-52.
71 tbid., p. 64. The reader should remember, however, that Stalson•a
basic concern is with the history of the marketing of life insurance.
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Stalson believes, however, that the major reason for the slow growth of
life insurance was the lack of person to person selling. 72

An additional

cause for public misgiving was the fact that life insurance companies sold
other types of insu:rmce.

According to some corporate arrangements at: .: that

time, a severe fire loss, for example, might have to be met out of life
.
insurance
reserves. 73
During the period before 1843, changes were being made in the life
insurance contract.

Many of the standard clauses which are taken for granted

in contemporary life insurance contracts, such as grace periods for late
premium payments, reinstatement, non-forfeiture, cash value on surrendur
values, and policy loan clauses, did not exist at this time.

Thus the

Union Insurance Company of New York, though one of the smaller companies
was very liberal when it advertised that it would allow a fifteen-day
grace period in which the policyholder could reactivate his policy. 74
Before 1843 the New York legislature passed the ''Married Woman's Act, 11
according to which the proceeds of the policy belong exclusively to the
policyholder's widow, if she is the named beneficiary.

Creditors were

thus not able to make claims against the life insurance proceeds, since
72 Ibid.
73stalson, p. 69, notes that the Union Insurance Company of New York
made a specific point of stating that life insurance policyholders would
not be liable for such losses. No date is given.
74stalson, p. 69. The company, however, also advertised, that it
did not include the offer in the contract itself, that it would be "disposed to treat for repurchase of the contract at a fair price" the policies
of those unable to continue the premiums.
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technically the latter did not become part of the deceased'& estate. 75
The act was quickly duplicated in other state assemblies. 76
It can be concluded that during the thirty-year period which ended
in 1843, life insurance became increasingly popular, although its use was
generally limited to the wealthier classes.
trated by the following statistics.

This growth can be illus-

In 1815 is is estimated that only

$37,000 of life insurance was in force in the United States, but by 1840
there was an estimated $4,690,000 of life insurance owned by several
thousand policyholders. 77

Prior to 1843 no important life insurance com-

pany had failed. 78
The year 1843 is a turning point in the history of life insurance in
America, for it was in this year that mutual life insurance came into vogue.
Life insurance companies proliferated.

Although the principles of mutual

insurance had been practiced in fire and marine insurance prior to 1843,
their application had not been vigorously applied to life insurance.
Whatever the reasons for this lag, the year 1843 was the turning point,
75This feature has become one of the more important selling points
in modern times. Not only do survivors have immediate access to funds,
but life insurance proceeds are non-taxable, pr9Vided the assignment of
beneficiary was not made in view of death. Janice B. Greider and William
T. Beadles, Principles of Life Insurance (Homewood, Illinois: Richard
D. Irwin, Ind., 1964), I, 389-390.
76 stalson, p. 99.
77Ibid., p. 816. The author notes that the statistics for these
years arerather tentative.
78Ibid., p. 99. Stalson's appendix, p. 749, lists 14 companies as
having failed between 1800 and 1813.
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Stalson writes:
The Revolution of 1843 is no empty phrase in the history of life
insurance marketing--,for that matter, in the history of the institution itself. The business changed character after 1843, and
the pace of its growth was so greatly accelerated that prior 79
growth:is, by comparison, dwarfed almost into insignificance.
The mutual life insurance companies differed from stock companies in
that the policyholders of mutual companies participated in the profits and
theoretically in the selection of the company management.

!lltual companies

were begun by persons without capital who had the desire for prestige and
80
large salaries, should the company prove successfui.
Most states required
a guarantee fund before a mutual operation could begin.

This was accom-

p~ished by subscribing a large number of policyholders, whose cumulative
initial premiums assured solvent operation.

(By contrast stock companies

guaranteed this reserve fund by capitalization of the stockholders.)
Policyholders received "dividends" from the profit which the compaay
developed.

Such dividends were distributed on an annual basis, but

more typically every five years.

Furthermore, dividends usually were not

distributed in the form of cash but were either in the form of term iU::..
. .
81
surance or paid-up additions.
79stalson, p. 103. In an appendix, p. 750, Stalson lists one mutual
life insurance company as having come into existence in each of the following years: 1835, 1841, 1842, and 1843.
80stalson, pp. 110-112.
81 For further information regarding the differences between the~tual and stock companies, the fol lowing works may be .eonsulted: Buley, 'I,
42-57; Stalson, p. 207; Greene, pp. 100-102; and s.ss.. Huebner and
Kenneth Black, Jr., Life Insuranc;e (6th edition; Ne~-York: AppletonCentury-CroCts, 1964), pp. 583-594.
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Among the major mutual companies established in this period were the
New England Mutual Life Insurance Company, founded by Willard Phillips in
1835 1 and the Mutual life Insurance Company of New York, founded by Morris
Robinson in 1842.

The success of the early mutuals was possible only

through the energetic promotional work of their founders.

Such activity

was responsible not only for the success of the mutuals, but also for the
growing acceptance of life insurance generally. 82
The growth of life insurance in America after 1843 may be seen from
the following statistics.

In 1842 there were only 15 compaiies in opera-

tion in America, 5 of w&ich were mutuals.
in operation, 19 of which were mutuals.

By 1849 there were 38 companies
After reaching a high of 50 in

1851 1 the number of companies declined slightly during the last years of
the sixth decade.

In 1860 there were 43 companies in operation.

there were 61 companies in operation. 83

By 1865,

Three years later in 1868, the

82other important companies founded during the 1840s include the State
Mutual Life Assurance Company of Worcester, 1844; the Mutual Benefit Life
Insurance Company of New Jersey in 1845; the Nautilus Insurance Company
was founded in 1841 1 but was not chartered to sell life insurance a few
years later, and in 1849 changed its name to the New York Life Insurance
Company; Connecticut Mutual Life Insurance Company, founded in 1846; and
the Penn Mutual Life Insurance Company in 1847. Mutual companies which
came into existence following the depression of 1857 included the Mltual
Life Insurance Company of the State of Wisconsin, founded in 1857 1 but
w&ich changed its name in 1865 to The Northwestern !!IJ.tual Life Insurance
Company. In 1859 Henry Baldwin Hyde founded the Equitable Life Assurance
Society. Buley, I, 52.
83Life insurance felt the pangs of the panic of 1857, but life insurance was not as vulnerable to depression and collapse as other industries.
The reason for this is that life insurance liabilities did not necessarily
increase because of the depression, taat is, the mortality rate did not
increase. Only a few companies failed, and most of these were absorbed
by larger ones. The panic did, however, retard the expansion of life
insurance temporarily. In the long run the panic facilitated growth,
because people gained confidence in the economic stability of the institution. O'Donnell, p. 467; Juley, I, 69-75; Stalson, pp. 327-328.
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number has doubled to 127.

The statistics concerning the amount of in-

surance in force are just as revealing.
$4,690,000 of life insurance in force.

In 1840 there was approximately
(See Table 1.)

By 1850 the amount

reached $97,000,000, an increase of two thousand per cent.
more than doubled to $215,000,000.
again.

By 1860 it had

The Civil War boom can be noted

The amount of life insurance tripled, within half the time,

reaching $630,000,000 by 1865.

And by 1870, in another five-year period,

it more than tripled to $2,016,000,000, an increase of almost a thousand
per cent for the deaade. 84

The Equitable Life Assurance Society founded

in 1859 developed quickly in size from nineteenth among life insurance
companies in America, to seventh by 1865, and to first by 1890. 85
In the revitalization of the economy sparked by the Civil War, life
insurance played an important role, which was undiminished in the boom
period which followed.

During this period of American expansion, life

insurance played a very important role in capitalizing the funds for
industrial enterprises and in the West for the financing of farms. 86
84stalson, pp. 816, 750-751. O'Donnell suggests that after the War
people calculated their assets and liabilities. Homes made manless through
the war discovered pensions were insufficient, and people began to regard
life insurance as valuable; p. 471.
85 stalson, p. 802.
86The Equitable of Iowa, for example, thrived because actuarial life
insurance required only a return of four or five percent on invested surplus premiums, whereas farmers in Iowa were only too ready to pay as much
as ten percent for loans. Farmers were also ready to purchase life insurance from the Equitable of Iowa because they knew the reserves would be
used in the state of Iowa. George Sexton Pease, Patriarch of the Prairie:
The Story of the Equitable of Iowa, 1867-1967 (New York: Appleton-CenturyCrofts, 1967), pp. 13, 41. Cf. Buley, I, 75, 81. For a brief discussion
of the importance of life insurance for capitalization and its effect
on the standard of living, see Greene, pp. 56-57.
Perhaps because of higher risks, companies were willing to lend money
to people in western states but not at less than 9 percent. Stalson, p.
328.
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THE NUMBER OP COMPANIES IN OPBllATION AND THE AM>UNT OP
LIPE INSURANCE IN P'ORCE, 1820 'ID 1875*

YEAR

Companies

1820

6

$92,000

1830

9

$600,000

1840

15

$4,690,000

1850

48

$97,000,000

1860

43

$215,000,000

1865

61

$630,000,000

1870

129**

1875

86

*Adapted

Life Insurance in Poree

$2,016,000,000
$1,784,000,000

from Stalson, pp. 750-752, 816.

**This was the largest number of companies in existence
in any year until 1905, when the number jumped from 106 in
1903, to 126 in 1904, to 163 in 1905. !2!:!!.•
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During th~ period from 1843 to 1868, mortality tables were improved.
Until 1868 a variety of tables bad been used by American companies, but
most of these tables were based on English mortality experiences.

The

brilliant actuary for the Kltual Life Insurance Company of New York,
Sheppard Romans, late in the 1850s developed a table based on American
experiences.

In 1868 the New York legislature established this table,

based on~ per cent interest, as the standard table.

This "American

Experience Table of M:>rtality," as it came to be known, was the basis for
American life insurance calculation for three-quarters of a century. 87
The period between 1843 and 1868, also witnessed the beginnings of
governmental regulation of insurance.

Although state governments have

always had regulations regarding the chartering of all companies doing
business within the state, it was not until the 1850s that separate commissions or departments were set up to report to the legislatures concerning
the practice of insurance, including life insurance, in the state.

88

State

insurance departments and legislation had two major purposes: (1) to protect citizens from fraud and poorly managed companies, and (2) to protect
87

It was not until 1918, that the "American Mens Table" was developed.
Buley, I, 81.
88Buley, I, 82. Stalson, p. 775, lists the dates of the first annual
insurance reports for the various states. These were New Hampshire, 1853;
Massachusetts, 1856; New York, 1859; Connecticut, 1866; Rhode Island, 1866;
Ohio, 1867; California, Illinois, Maine, and Vermont in 1868; in 1869,
Wisconsin and Missouri; Iowa, Kentucky, and Michigan in 1870; Kansas,
Maryland, and Minnesota, 1871; Pennsylvania and Tennessee in 1873; Texas
in 1875; New Jersey in 1876; Delaware in 1880; Colorado, 1882; Louisiana,
1886; Indiana and Georgia in 1887; Nebraska, 1888; North Dakota and
Washington in 1890. As late as 1900, there were about fifteen states
which still did not have separate departments of insurance; these were
mostly in the south and southwest.
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state chartered companies from outside competition.

89

The latter objective

precipitated considerable confusion since there was much inconsistency in
the standards of the various states.
practices from state to state.

One

Various attempts were made to unify
method was an attempt at self-regulation

on the part of the insurance companies themselves.

As early as 1859 the

"long expected and desired" meeting of company representatives was to be
held in New York.

In 1866 the Chamber of Life Insurance, composed of

representatives from various states, but mostly Connecticut, met to unify
practices.

Meeting a second time in the same year the proposed constitution

stated that the Chamber was to foster
the procurring of national and uniform legislation, collating.
collecting and publishing vital and other statistics incident
to life insurance, and, in general, the sromotion of the interests
of life insurance in the United States. 9
The Chamber never realized its own expectations and by 1877 bad passed com91
pletely out of the scene.
Another suggestion frequently expressed was
federal regulation of life insurance.

Although there was div.ision among

the life insurance leaders about the advisability of such a step, no less
a person than Elizur Wright, the Massachusetts Insurance Commissioner,
recommended federal regulation in 1866.

In the same year a bill was intro-

duced into the United States Congress to ·require federal incorporation of
89Buley, I, 82.
90Both quotations
.
are from Bul,y, I, 82-83.

91

l

~ - , I, 84.
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insurance COUlpanies.

For various reasons the bill failed. 92

A third attempt at uniformity was perhaps the most successful, namely,
the organization of state insurance conmissioners.
in 1871.

This was finally achieved

The intended scope of the activity of the National Convention of

Insurance Commissioners was largely:
the adoption of a uniform standard for computing reserves,
taxation, investments, dividends, what were to be considered
assests, and how to bring about the broadest uniformity, simplicity,
security, and reciprocity. 93
An additional factor that helped establish uniformity was better
communication through the growth of life insurance journals.

Most of these

began to flourish in the 1850s. 94
Since the period ending in 1868 was formative for the state regulation
of life insurance, attention should be called to some of the more important
changes which this supervision brought to the industry.

Although there

was not complete uniformity from state to state, or even among the
92stalson, p. 348. Buley states that the most influential insurance
commissioner of the day, Superintendent Barnes of New York, was opposed to
federal control which partly accounts for the failure of the bill. Other
reasons given were the Supreme Court ruling that life insurance was a
contract of indemnity rather than commerce, and therefore not under federal
regulation, and ~he hope that state insurance commissioners might themselves be able to effect greater uniformity. Buley, I, 83.
93 Buley, I, 84-85. In 1935 the name of the organization was changed
to the National Association of Insurance Commissioners. These and related
problems were the same ones confronting the Association seventy-five years
later. Ibid.
94The most noteworthy were Tuckett's !t>nthly Insurance Journal, Health
and Friendly Society Monitor, which began in 1852. The Commercial and
Insurance Journal appeared in 1858. Others were the Insurance Monitor and
Wall Street Review, United States Insurance Gazettes The Insurance
Intelligencer, the Weekly Underwriter and The American Life Assurance
Magazine and Journal of Actuaries. Buley, I, 66-69; Stalson, pp. 268-273.

44
companies operating within specific states, there is a discernible pattern
that emerged during the period.
The development of state regulation of life insurance cannot be told
apart from the personality of Blizur Wright, who has been called the
"Father of life insurance • .,95

Wright, together with Insurance Commissioner

of New York, William Barnes, are both acknowledged as having influenced
the industry at a time when the business was still capable of relatively
easy change. 96
Wright was born into a strongly Puritan family, which may account for
his passion £or accuracy and justice.

After graduating from Yale, and

having distributed tracts for a few months, Wright taught at the newly
founded Western Reserve College in Ohio.

Wright returned Bast to New

York to help organize a state anti-slavery society in the early 1830s.
In 1839 Wright moved to Boston to help publish the paper of the
Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society. 97
In 1844 he went to England partly to sell various of his publications
and partly to investigate English life insurance practices for the Massachusetts Hospital Life Insurance Company.
point in Wright's career.

The trip proved to be a turning

While in London, Wright observed the auctioning

of policies of aged indigents.

Complete strangers purchased these policies

95 Buley, I, 64.
96 Ibid.

-

97 Further details regarding the colorful life of Wright may be found
in Buley, I, 57-60; O'Donnell, pp. 473-498.
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as a purely speculative venture.

Wright was so appalled that he determined

this practice should never be allowed in America. 98 Wright returned to
America and to editing several newspapers, but in 1852, he began to work
on a life insurance project to determine the true cash value of the various
types of policies at every year during which the policy was in force.
Although the project was originally undertaken to help specific insurance
companies determine their true financial status, the results ultimately
proved beneficial to the individual policyholders. 99 With these tables
companies could easily calculate their true financial worth.
In 1854 Wright drafted a bill for the Massachusetts legislature requiring companies to maintain adequate reserves and to deal fairly with
policyholders.

The latter was just as important as the former . to Wright.

Although the bill was defeated, the legislature

in the following year

did create an insurance commission, to which Wright was named in 1858.
In 1859 the Massachusetts legislature enacted a law requiring all companies to furnish the commission with current information regarding the
number, date, amount, and in case of termination the cause lor each policy,
and finally what the company had paid the legal holder of the policy.
Armed with this information, Wright proposed in 1860 that in all lapsed
98 English companies did not repurchase contracts they had made.
99English companies had declined the project because of its magnitude,
but Wright and his family worked on the tables during 1852 and 1853. When
finally published the tables comprised 203 pages, with each page representing from 800 to 1000 mathematical computations. It was a monumental
task a century before the advent of the computer.
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policies four-fifths of the true cash value should be used to purchase
a single premium term policy.

The act was finally passed the next year.100

Although most companies already in the 1850s were redeeming policies
at varying percentages of the cash value, this was done only if arrangements
had been made prior to lapsing.

Furthermore, most companies also refunded

the accumulated dividends on lapsed policies.

Yet as late as 1865 Wright

accused the life insurance companies of taking $20,000,000 annually beyonc:J
legitimate business expense from the policyholders. 101

Among the other

reforms of life insurance for which Wright worked are the following:
Complete reports by the companies to the Commissioner.
Publicity on those reports. None-forfeiture provisions.
Term and endowment insurance. Mutual insurance. Personto-person soliciting. Wide public education. Contribution
method of apportioning dividends. Insurance for the productive
years. National supervision.102
Among those features to which Wright objected were the following:
Advertising 50 per cent dividends in cases where the dividend
was not annually declared. Scrip dividends. State supervision.
Large cOD1Dissions (30 or 40 per cent). Flamboyant advertising.
Secrecy. Stock companies. Extravagant expenses. 103
lOOstalson, pp. 309-312; Buley, I, 62-63. Another act in 1880 provided that after being in force two years all policies which were lapsed
would be converted to paid-up policy of the same type, and that if the
beneficiary no longer had an insurable interest, the policy would be
redeemed in cash. Buley, I, 64. It might be noted that currently most
states do not require continued insurable interest. Insurable interest
must exist only at the inception of the policy. luebner and Black, pp.
147-148.
lOlBlizur Wright, The "Bible of Life Insurance" Together With a
Brief Illustrated Outline of Life Insurance From the Earliest Times, Also
a Brief Sketch of the Life and Works of Blizur Wright (Chicago: American
Conservation Company, 1932), p. 345. This was one of the main reasons
why Wright favored federal control.
1021bid., pp. 348-349.
103~., P• 349.
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Wright was squeezed out of the commissioner's chair in 1867, after which
he served in an actuarial capacity for the John Hancock Mutual and Travelers
insurance companies.

In 1876 he attempted to form a savings bank which

also sold life insurance without commission costs.

During these years

Wright remained active as an author, writing a total of eighteen books
during his lifetime. 104
Other changes which occurred during the period before 1868, was the
change from term policies to whole-life policies.

Whereas term insurance

was predominant in 1843, by 1860 90 percent of all policies were wholelife.

Endowment insurance was also becoming more popular. 105
Although the termination date for any survey is somewhat arbitrary,

the year 1868 is useful for a variety of reasons.

The 1868 cut-off brings

the survey two years past the date of the first public reaction to life
insurance by the Missouri Synod.

Secondly, the first generally acknow-

ledged fraternal life insurance began in 1868.

This marked the beginning

of a new stage of development within life insurance.
surance experienced various setbacks in 1868.

Thirdly, life in-

Fourthly, but less important,

tontines first appeared in America in 1868. 106
104A list of Wright publications may be found in Buley, I, 57-58.
Buley also lists a biography of Wright by Wright's grandson, Philip Greene
Wright, and Elizabeth Q. Wright, Blizur Wright, The Father of Life
Insurance (,Chicago: 1937). Stalson's account is found, pp. 346-350.
O'Donnell's colorful description of Wright may be found on pp. 473-498.
105statistics from Bulpy, I, 69. Endowment insurance earlier had
meat juvenile insurance. The policy matured usually when the child reached
adulthood. Other applications of endowment insurance were being made in
the 1860s. O'Donnell, p. 469~ Wright was highly enthusiastic about endowments and term insurance, because there was less chance of lapsing such
policies, and less likelihood that the policy would outlive the insurable
interest for which the policy had originally bbeen purchased. Stalson,
p. 348.
106Buley, I, 91.
see !_lli., I, 92-105.

Buley divides h i s per i ods at 1868.

For the tontines
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From this brief history of life insurance one can conclude that life
insurance was a relatively novel institution in both Germany and America
in the middle of the nineteenth century. wti.en the leaders of the Missouri
Synod made their first public statments about it.

Secondly, it should be

noted that life insurance was rather dynamic during the period, new types
of companies and increased governmental regulation were developing rapidly.
Thirdly, the lack of consistency among companies and among states perhaps
added to the kaleidoscopic confusion.

Fourthly, the stability of life

insurance companies and a number of clauses protecting the policyholder
were noticeably lacking in the pre-Civil War period in comparison with
today's practices.

CHAPTER III
SOME RELIGIOUS REACTIONS TO LIFE INSURANCE
Introduction
No monographs have appeared on the topic of religious reactions to
life insurance.

Only one brief journal article bas been discovered, but

it had the deficiencies of not being based on primary sources, not being
historically oriented, and not being concerned with theological issues. 1
None of the standard surveys of American Christianity contain references
2
.
.
to th e question
o f 1 i· f e insurance.

The absence of such recognition

raises the question whether life insurance was in fact a significant
problem within American Christian denominations.

The question has some

significance in providing a perspective on the manner in which the
Missouri Synod confronted the problem.

Since no previous work bas been

done in other denominations, the question could not be explored in an
exhaustive way, for to do so would have enlarged the scope of this work
immeasurably.

On the other hand, some frame of reference was desirable.

This chapter is, therefore, a mod~st sketch of reactions of other religious
lMyles A. Tracy, "Insurance and Theology: The Background
Issues," Journal of Risk and Insurance, XXXIII (March 1966),
article almost exclusively deals with the current position of
which bas created some problems in the area of federal social

and the

85-93. The
the Mennonites,
insurance.

2winthrap s. Hudsan, Religian in America Clew York: Charles Scribnets
Sons, 1965); William Warren Sweet, The Story of Religion in America (New
York: Harper and Brothers, 1950); Clifton E. Olmstead, History of Religion
in the United States (Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice-Ball, Inc.,
1960).
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groups to life insurance.

The sources utilized include the surveys of the

history of life insurance, histories of various religious groups, and
particularly Lutheran periodical literature from the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries.

From these sources a general pattern bas emerged.

The conclusions of the survey indicate: (1) that the Missouri Synod
was not alone in finding religious objections to life insurance; (2) that
its reactions coincide chronologically with those of other groups; (3)
that religious opposition tended to center among German religious groups;
and (4) that reasons for opposition varied.

None of the sources indicate

that life insurance was a W,&jor theological or ethical issue in the other
denominations.
Religious Reactions to Life Insurance in Europe
Life insurance in its most basic form began in the sixteenth century
with the so-called '"wager" policies.

These contracts involved I in essence 1

the transfer of the economic risk of death from one person to another.
The law of large numbers was not utilized.

The contract was usually

employed to insure the liiies of marine merchants.
the church evidently bad no strictures.

Against such policies

When simillar contracts were

made on the lives of children, Charles V (1500-1558), Emperor of the
Holy Roman Empire, specifically forbade this usage in 1544, apparently
because of the moral hazards for the children and the lack of economic
justification.3

There is some, though not conclusive, evidence that in

3c. F. Trenerry, The Oriijin and Early History of Insurance 'Including
the Contract of Bottomry (London: P. S. King and Sons, Ltd., 1926), p. 278.
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the 1570s, the Roman Catholic Church made a systematic effort to eliminate the insuring of lives.

Whether this included the insuring of

mariners "is not known. 4
The making of wager policies evidently continued, especially in
non-Catholic England, although the practice may have been very limited.
It was not until 1692, that legal decisions are recorded prohibiting
insurance without insurable interest.

Whether the rulings were simply

to minimize the moral hazards or were based upon other concerns is not
known. 5

Although England is the birthplace of modern life insurance,

there is no discoverable religious opposition to life insurance.

In

eighteenth-century England, the century of greatest development, the
name of the Bishop of Oxford may be found at the top of a list of incorporators of the Amicable Society for the Assurance of Lives.6

Evi-

dence of clerical support may be observed in the early nineteenth century, when Anglican clergy played a strong role in the establishment of
the "friendly societies. ,.7

Charles H. Spurgeon, tie famous English

Baptist preacher, was widely quoted when in a sermon around the year 1870,
he announced that he purchased a life insurance policy and that he felt
this facilitated the keeping of Christ's command "to take no thought
4~ . , p. 277.
5Frederick L. Hoffman, Insurance Science and Economics, A Practical
Discussion of Present-Day Problems of Administration, Mathods and
Results (New York: Spectator Co., 1911), p. 164.
6The Amicable Society was founded in 1706.
dates from 1770. .!!!.!!·, pp. 44-45.

The list referred to

7Alan Frank Welle, "Friendly Societies," Encyclopedia Britannica,
IX (1960) , 844.
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for the morrow.'.S

There are no indications of religious opposition to

life insurance in England in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.
In Germany religious reactions to life insurance seem to have been
about the same as those in England.

When the Prussian govermnent in

the 1850s tried to organize compulsory social insurance, the clergy were
called upon to help in its promotion.

Although social insurance was not

identical to life insurance, there is no indication that the clergy objected.9

By 1854, Prussia had over 2,500 compulsory insurance programs,

representing over a quarter million members.

By

1874, there were over

10,000 such funds in all of Germany, with almost two million members. 10
General ecclesiastical support of life insurance in Germany is demonstrated by the agreement reached in 1873, between the Prussian Oberkirchenrath and the Berlin Life Insurance Company.
vided life insurance for Prussian pastors. 11

The agreement pro-

It would seem that Lutheran

leaders in Germany saw little incompatibility between life insurance and
the Christian faith.12
8Tracy, XJOCIII, 89. Cf. ''Life Insurance for Clergymen," The Lutheran Standard, XXXI (5 July 1873), 183.
9william o. Shanahan, German Protestants Face the Social Question
(Notre Dame, Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press, 1954), passim.
The Evangelische Kirchen-Zeitung, edited by Dr. E. w. Hengstenberg, a
conservative Lutheran theologian in Berlin, was surveyed from 1827-1850,
but no comments on life insurance were discovered.
lOibid., p. 389.
11 "Lebensvers icherung," Der Lutheraner, XXIX (1 October 1873) , 198.
12c. F. w. Walther and his colleagues continued to pay close attention to what was going on in Germany in ecclesiastical circles, and it
is almost certain that if there had been any opposition to life insurance
on theological or moral ground, Der Lutheraner or Lehre und Wehre would
have taken cognizance of it.
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American Religious Reactions to Life Insurance
Religious groups have been instrumental in the emergence of life insurance in the United States.

The first indigenous, American life insur-

ance organization was the "Corporation for the Rel1ef of Poor and Distressed Widows and Children of Presbyterian Ministers." This was begun
in New York and Philadelphia in 1759.
was instituted by the Episcopalians.

Ten years later a similar plan
Neither corporation was based on

methods typical of commercial canpanies of a half century later.

Absent

were the use of mortality tables, specified premiums, and guaranteed
proceeds.

Laymen were urged to make voluntary contributions. 13

In the eighteenth century clergymen were often considered to be especially good prospects for the purchase of life insurance, since rarely
was a clergyman able to accumulate a sizeable estate through his regular
income.

William Smith, provost of the College and Academy of Pennsyl-

vania, in 1769 described in a sermon the financial straits the bereaved
pastor's family may experience.

Smith wrote:

It certainly requires little attention to what passes around us,
to see that the families of our deceased Clergy are often left
among the most distressed in their vicinity. The Father, by
strict economy, and good example, may be able to support them
in some degree of Reputation, during his own life altho' not to
flatter them with hopes of any Patrimony at his death.

. . . . . . . . . .

. . . .. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

His Death leaves them almost destitute--destitute, alas! not of
Bread only, but even of Council and Protection upon earth! FATAL
reverse--Ahl little do the world in general, and especially they
who bask in the easy sunshine of affluence and prosperity-l~errence O'Donnell, History of Life Insurance in Its Formative
Years (Chicago: American Conservation Company, 1936), p. 435.
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little do they know the complicated scenes of private anguish
and distress--Here they are various and complicated indeed!
Smith probably preached the sermon upon the formation of the Episcopalian
ministers' fund in 1769. 14

If the plight of clergy families was as

bleak as Smith suggested, it is no wonder that clergy saw little reason
to object.
In 1814 the Pennsylvania Company for Insurance of Lives requested
two Baptist ministers to distribute literature for the company at a
Baptist convention.

There is no indication that the employment of the

ministers was designed to combat religious objections to life insurance,
although that possibility exists. 15
These are the only references pertaining to religious reactions to
life insurance in America in the period before the Civil War.

There is

no evidence that life insurance was rejected on religious grounds.

On

the other hand, in the pre-Civil War period life insurance was almost
exclusively restricted to the wealthy, who would be more likely also to
understand the economic principles of life insurance than the less
wealthy.

Then, too, prior to the Civil War there were probably few

1 4 Quotations from Tracy, XXXIII, 88-89. The sermon is dated 10
October 1769. Smith concluded the sermon by stating ''Blessed, there-

fore, be all they in this world and the next (laity and clergy) into
whose Hearts God hath put it, to associate for so noble and pious a
purpose. In like manner may the venerable Society in England be blessed,
whose annual Subscription hath laid so liberal a Foundation for the work;
and blessed also be those Governors of Provinces, who have so cheerfully
and readily given us their Charters for carrying it into execution."
Ibid., mIII, 89. Cf. Owen J. Stalson, Marketing Life Insurance. I.ts
History in America (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1942),
p. 39 1 where literature fran English companies in the early eighteenth
century is reproduced. Clergymen are the first listed among those who
might well avail themselves of the advantages of life insurance.
15stalson, p. 53.
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clergymen who came in contact with life insurance.

In the decade of the

Civil War, life insurance was purchased to an increasing degree by the
general American populace.

It is during this period that the first re-

ligious opposition to life insurance appeared.
The Evangelisten, a publication of the German Reformed Church, condemned life insurance in an extreme fashion in 1867.

In fact, it not

only disapproved of "this new mode of obtaining human insurance against
the cares of the future," but it also rejected
the old methods, namely the chests and boxes with gold and
silw.r, the savings banks, the capital in bonds, mortgages,
stocks, the landed farmer classes, the full storehouses and
cellars, in short, everything which men assemble in order to
insure themselves for the future. Of all these we must 'Beek
to make ourselves free.16
In the following year the Evangelisten published a dialogue between a
life insurance agent and a Reformed Christian.

Although the agent

asserted that purchasing life insurance did not diminish trust in God,
the Reformed laymen responded by saying that insurance was an attempt to
"remedy God's mistakes," because God knows campletely a person's needs.
When the agent suggested that insurance was a foJ:m of love for widows
and orphans, this was repulsed with the argument that life insurance
proceeds are paid only according to what is paid in, and that is not
charity. 17
Another GeJ:man group, the United Brethren CVereinigten Bruedern),
through its publicat:i;.on, the Froehliche Botschafter, condemned the
16cited without comment in Der Lutheraner, XXIV (1 November 1867),
38. The article was reported to have appeared in the issue. of 3 September 1867 of the Evangelisten.
17 The article was reprinted in Der Lutheraner, XXIV (15 May 1868),
141, and taken fram the Evangelisten of 29 April 1868.
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growing trust in human institutions as evidenced by the rise of fire and
life insurance.

The argument rested on a genuine technical weakness in

the operation of many companies at that time, namely the high concentration of risks in a limited geographical area.

This weakness had become

apparent in the Chicago fire of 1871, as a result of which many fire
insurance companies went bankrupt.

The same could happen to life insur-

ance companies , it was argued , in the event of an epidemic.

But the

Botschafter was not arguing economically, but religiously.

Therefore

rather than suggesting that certain precautions should be taken to minimize the possibility of similar occurrences in the future, the Botschafter, interpreted such weaknesses as signs of misplaced trust.

It

concluded that
For a man who has no faith in God, it may do to permit human invention and speculation. We for our part nevertheless trust in
our God, that He will continue to care for us and our descendant,,
as he has until now.18
Apparently not all United Brethren took such a skeptical view of life
insurance, for in 1872, the Botschafter complained that some of the
United Brethren pastors were selling life insurance on a part-time
basis. 19
Not all the German religious groups were opposed to life insurance.
William Nast, the leader of German Methodism in America and editor of
the Christian Apologete, supported life insurance as a very wise practice
18Quoted in Der Lutheraner, XXVIII (1 December 1871), 37, from the
Froehliche Botschafter, 9 November 1871.
19Quoted in Der Lutheraner, XXVIII (15 September 1872), 190, from
the issue of 13 August 1872. Cf. ''Prediger also Agenten von Lebenaveraicherungsgesellschaften .'' Der Lutheraner, XXXIII (15 October 1877), 158.
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which admittedly had faults, as did many other prudent programs. 20
Perhaps because the minister often was the bulwark of the opposition to life insurance in his congregation, he frequently became the
special target of agents.

One writer notes that life insurance company

experienced success among some of the Dunkards by enlisting several of
But not all Dunkard pastors were convinced.~ 1

their pastors as agents.

As late as 1911, the Dunkards were opposed to life insurance on what
they held to be "Biblical grounds."

In some cases the mere lack of

biblical support was sufficient basis among the Dunkards for rejecting it. 22
The imnigrant and unacculturated status of these German groups
may well have been a factor in their opposition.

One student of iumi~

grant groups writes that "immigrant clergymen were congenitally suspicious of any organization which threatened to compete with them for
the loyalty of their flocks ••

n23

The clergyman who saw himself

as the chief human resource in an unstable and frightened ethnic group
might well have seen the life insurance agent as at least a partial
threat to his own authority as the dispenser of trust and security.
One author notes that clergymen who opposed life insurance usually
had two arguments.

Either life insurance was considered a form of

20Quoted in Lehre und Wehre, XIII (January 1867), 27, from the
issue of 5 November 1866. For a biography of Nast see Carl Wittke,
William Nast. Patriarch of German Methodism (Detroit: Wayne University Press, 1959).
21o•nonnell, p. 685.
22Hoffman, p. 7.
grounds were.

Hoffman does not state what these biblical

23Maldwyn Allen Jones, American Immigration (Chicago: University of
Chicago Presa, 1960), p. 231.
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gambling or the use of life insurance implied a lack of trust in the
provident care of God. 24

Another popular, but somewhat contradictory,

reason insofar as it also implied a lack of trust in God, was that
people feared that the purchase of life insurance might cause a premature death.

Superstition also worked against the acceptance of life

insurance. 25
After the Civil War many clergy publicly favored life insurance.
These were primarily from English-speaking denominations.

One of the

most notable and frequently quoted supporters of life insurance was
Henry Ward Beecher, the evangelical preacher and moral crusader.

Beecher

wrote articles in The Independent favoring the use of life insurance;
he also wrote a popular promotional pamphlet titled 'Trust in a Nutshell"
for the Equitable Life Assurance Society of the United States. 26
Beecher is quoted as having said that
Once it was a question: Can a Christian enter a life insurance
society with a good conscience? That time is past! Now the
question is: Can a Christian answer to himself to have neglected such a duty.2 7
Beecher apparently was a typical example of clergymen who were employed
by life insurance companies in the period after the Civil War.

Pastors

were among the best writers of the day, but life insurance companies
were interested in the prestige of the clergymen as well.

The latter

24aoffman, p. 7.
250 1 Donnell 1 p. 470.
26Hoffman, p. 45; R. Carlyle Buley, The Equitable Life Assurance
Society of the United States (New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts, 1959) ,
p.

22.

27•'Gespraech ueber die Frage: Kann sich ein Christ an den sogenannten Lebensversicherungen betheiligen?" Der Lutheraner, XX.II.I (1 June
1867), 167.
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would seem to indicate that there was an appreciable amount of opposition to life insurance which may have had its rootage in religious concerns.

Richard Price, a Unitarian clergyman, wrote a treatise on the

uses of life insurance. 28

In 1869 the Rev. George Hughes published

A Talk on Life Insurance for the New York Life Insurance Company. 29

In

St. Louis, the Rev. S. W. Hodgman published Words of Comon Sense (at
his own expense) in an effort "to acquaint the average workingman with
the dangers of spurious or ' cheap' life insurance."30

Hodgman was also

the author of a very famous tract entitled Father's Life Boat; The
Origin, Uses and Necessities of Life Insurance; it was also published in
St. Louis.

In it Hodgman boldly stated:

It is, therefore, almost an anomalous thing that anyore who is
called a Christian at the present day should be found opposed to
Assurance. 31
Appearing sometime during the 1870s was an anonymously authored pamphlet
entitled ''Precept and Example of Clergymen in Regard to Life Assurance"
published by the Equitable Life Assurance Society.

The fourteen-page

pamphlet contained the names of clergymen from almost every denomination
who strongly endorsed life insurance.

The pastors are cited as favoring

this method of "prudence and Christian duty" in providing financial security in the event of death.

The pamphlet included a list of pastors who

had insured their lives for more than $5,000.

The pamphlet encouraged

28Hoffman, p. 45.
29o•Donnell, p. 726.
3 0ibid.
31Ib"d
5 of a
~·•PP· 728 - 729 · The quotation is taken from pa~e
o
facsimi"iereproduction on p. 728 of O'Donnell.
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congregations to take out policies on their pastor, since such action
would serve as a "spur to his labor" and relieve him of cares in order
that he may devote himself more completely to his ministry of the Word.32
The heavy involvement of clergy in the promotion of life insurance reflects not only the status and ability of American clergy in the last
half of the nineteenth century, but probably also a need for religious
approval in the face of religious opposition in some quarters.
The fact that Episcopalian clergymen seemed to endorse the concept
of insurance is indicated by the incorporation in 1869 of The Clergyman's
Mutual Insurance League.

It was apparently intended to supersede the less

formal Episcopalian minister's fund formed just one hundred years before.
By 1871 there were 883 members.33
The founding of The Society for Promoting Life Insurance among
Clergymen in 1871 reflected the co-operative interdenominational spirit
of the times and the evident endorsement of the principles of life insurance by clergymen; the objective of the society also revealed the
dire financial status of many American clergy.

With offices located in

the Bible House in New York, the society sold policies to pastors of all
denominations and discounted the commissions.

These discounts often

amounted to as much as fifty per cent of the first year's premium and
32 Pamphlet located in the collection under ''Ethics" in Concordia
Historical Institute, St. Louis. The dating between 1870 and 1880
seems likely since that period was the heydey of tontine policies
which we.re mentioned in the pamphlet. Cf. O'Donnell, pp. 549-563, for
more information on the Tontines.
33The Lutheran Standard, XXX: (15 April 1872), 64.
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ten per cent of every additional annual premium. 34

Almost half a century

later there was an assessment life insurance organization specifically
for clergymen, known as Clergymen's Co-operative Beneficial Association.
Its home office was located in Lancaster, Pennsylvania.

On the basis of

its location and the names of the officers, the society seems to have
made its chief appeal to German clergy, especially Lutheran and Reformed.35
A few references from the twentieth century have been discovered,
which reveal religious attitudes toward life insurance.

One writer in

the Gospel Herald stated that life insurance indicated a lack of trust
in God, took advantage of people's desire for wealth, accused the church
as being incapable of caring for its own, and judged life insurance to
be a poor investment. 36

In another article the Gospel Herald criticized

life insurance because life insurance companies "seem to vitiate the
promise of God" (apparently a reference to distrust in the Providence of
God), and because only two-fifths of the money paid to insurance companies is returned to policy-holders.

Such a poor rate of return, the

Gospel Herald concluded, made the purchase of life insuranace a gamble. 37
On the other hand, a Baptist minister, the Rev. G. Elton Harris, spent
three years studying life insurance and in 1921 came to the conclusion
34,'Ein neuer Plan fuer Prediger zu sorgen," Evangelische Lutherischer Gemeinde-Blatt, VI (1 July 1871), 84. The article did not state
whether the society was fostered by clergymen or by life insurance
companies.
3 51.etter from T. H. Helm to Th. Graebner, 23 November 1917.
Theodore Graebner Collection, Box 14, Concordia Historical Institute,
St. Louis, Mo.
36George M. Johnson, ''Life Insurance," Gospel Herald, VII (11 February 1915), 730-732.
37Gospel Herald, VII (15 August 1915), 305-306.
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that many people were wrongly prejudiced against life insurance because
of the name which seemed to imply that a policy might shorten or
lengthen life.

Furthermore, the Baptist pastor concluded, life insur-

ance was only concerned with material needs and was not a direct
threat to faith in God. 38
The group that has been most consistently opposed to life insurance
to the present day is the Mennonites.

The Mennonites have their roots

in the Anabaptist movement of the sixteenth century.

One of the chief

characteristics of the movement has been the strong sense of community
generated by their religious life.

The sharing of material goods with

those in need caused the Mennonites to be incorrectly labeled by some
as communists in the sixteenth century. 39

This close brotherhood led to

the establishment of a Mennonite fire organization in Prussia in 1663;
It was known as the Tiegenhoefer Privat Brandordnung.

There was little

development of other organizations until the last half of the nineteenth century, when a variety of insurance programs were established
among the Mennonites.

These included property, automobile, medical,

surgical, and hospital insurance plans, burial aid societies, and even
lending societies. 40

As recently as 1965, the Mennonites have come

into the public eye because of their stand on insurance.

In that year

38,'What a Minister Says of 'Life Insurance,'" The Daily ArgusLeader, Sioux Falls, South Dakota (25 January 1921), no page given on
clipping from the Theodore Graebner Collection, Box 13, Concordia Historical Institute, St. Louis, Mo.
39J. Winfield Fretz and Harold S. Bender, ''Mutual Aid" in The
Mennonite Encyclopedia, edited by Harold S. Bender and others (Scottdale,
Pennsylvania: The Mennonite Publishing Rouse, 1957), III, 796.
4 0ibid., III, 799-800.
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a Medicare Bill was passed by the Congress of the United States.

A spe-

cial exemption was permitted those people who were from religious groups
which did not allow participation.

The chief group for whom this provi-

sion was made was the Mennonites.

The chief Mennonite objection was not

so much the principle of social insurance itself, as involvement with
"the world. ,,4l
Mennonites have been strongly opposed to life insurance.

In the

nineteenth century members who owned policies were excommunicated, and
those who desired to become Mennonites first had to surrender their
policies.

During the twentieth century some sectors of the Mennonite

church have begun to adopt a more lenient attitude.

The following is a

digest of the major reasons why Mennonites are opposed to life insurance:
It reflects trust in man rather than in God; it means becoming
"unequally yoked together with unbelievers"; it is ~quiva};eat to
merchandising in human life; it is putting a monetary price on
human life, which is considered unscriptural since man is the
"temple of the Holy Ghost." These objections to insurance were
bolstered by a powerful practical argument, namely, that the commercial insurance companies did not really help the needy • • • •
Many Mennonites also objected • • • it was contrary to the spirit
of genuine mutual aid and brotherhood. Finally, the corrupt
practices of many earlier life insurance companies were ofte~
cited. 42
These were not sufficient reasons, however, to deter the Mennonites
from establishing death and burial benefit societies, which closely resembled many of the fraternal organizations of the last half of the
nineteenth century.

The earliest of these was the Mennonite Aid Society

41Tracy, XXXIII, 85.
42Harold
III, 343-344.

s.

Bender, ''Life Insurance," The Mennonite Encyclopedia,
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of Mountain Lake , Minnesota, founded in 1897.

These societies were de-

signed only to meet the expenses incurred in the last illness and the
burial.

Not a feature of such societies was the support of the indigent

survivors, who were considered a responsibility of the entire group. 43
There is no indication in the literature examined that Roman Catholics were ever opposed to life insurance for religious or theological
reasons.

The Catholic Church in nineteenth-century America was for the

most part an imnigrant church, with the largest number of iumigrants being German.

The peak of German im:nigration was reached during the ninth

decade of the nineteenth century, although German Catholics had been
pouring into America already two decades before the Civil War. 44

Begin-

ning about the 1840s numerous mutual aid societies sprang up on the
parish level.

Because of their large numbers, it was thought advisable

to form a national organization to co-ordinate various aspects of tleir
programs.

In 1855 Der Deutsche Roemisch-Katholische Central-Verein von

Nord-Amerika (The German Roman Catholic Central Society of North America)
was established in Baltimore.

Concerning the Central-Verein Gleason

writes:
Although it gradually assumed the role of spokesman for the
German-American Catholics on a broad range of issues, its original constitution defined its primary purpose as the mutual support and assistance in cases of poverty or sickness of the individual members of the affiliated benevolent societies.45
43Ibid. , III, 344.
44For the estimates of German Catholic immigration in the nineteenth century, see Philip Gleason, The Conservative Reformers; GermanAmerican Catholics and the Social Order (Notre Dame, Indiana: University
of Notre Dame Press, 1968), p. 47.
45~ . , pp. 23-24.
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Not all of the local benevolent societies affiliated with the CentralVerein.

Then, too, there were growing numbers of Catholic fraternal or-

ganizations which came into existence in the last half of the nineteenth
century, such as the Knights of Columbus.
The development of mutual aid societies was frequently encouraged
by local priests in order to counteract the appeal of non-Catholic and
even anti-Catholic organizations.

Particularly threatening in the.

early period were the German revolutionaries known as the ''Forty-eighters"
and the humanistic Turners (Turnverein).

The Catholic imnigrant was also

to be shielded from other fraternal societies, such as the. Sons of
Hermann and Free Masons .

There were, however, liberal Catholics who

held that
American fraternal and secret orders were merely social or
economic organizations without offensive ideological trappings
and that even the American brand of Freemasonry was an innocuous thing compared to the European variety.46
In order to provide more adequate financial aid than the local societies provided, a subsidiary of the Central-Verein was organized in
1881.

Known as the Widows and Orphans Fund, it was established as a

mutual assessment life insurance company.

By the first decade of the

twentieth century the Fund declined along with hundreds of other nonCatholic assessment companies. 47

The impact of Americanization and the

First World War caused the Central-Verein itself to decline rather
quickly. 48

Roman Catholic preoccupation with mutual aid societies was

based primarily on economic and ethnic rather than religious grounds.
46Gleason, p. 37; cf. pp. 20, 36-37.
47 Ibid., pp. 51-55.
48Ibid., p.179. There was a decline from 125,000 members in 1916
to 86,000in 1930.
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American Lutheran Reactions to Life Insurance
No Lutheran reactions to life insurance have been discovered which
pre-date the Civil War.

The first reaction came in 1866, in!!!:!_

Lutheran Observer, the publication of the General Synod, which is the
predecessor of the contemporary Lutheran Church in America.

The

Observer advocated that pastors purchase adequate life insurance policies.

The Observer noted that many pastors experience

considerable

concern over the possible effects of tteir early death upon their families.

Such concern, The Observer contended, occasionally inhibited

full devotion to the pastoral ministry.

It was asserted that the anti-

dote for the sense of insecurity was a strong trust in God, although
life insurance was a good means by which to help alleviate financial
difficulties.

Therefore, The Observer concluded, "those servants of

the Gospel who are not well off should be convinced of their duty to
insure their lives with a policy of five to ten thousand dollars. 1149
49The Lutheran Observer, 16 February 1866, as reprinted and translated in Der Lutheraner, XXII (15 May 1866), 110. Concordia Historical
Institute, St. Louis, Mo., has probably the most complete collection of
Lutheran periodicals, but it is missing various issues of The Observer
from the 1850s and 1860s, including this one.
The General Synod was the only federation of Lutheran Synods in
America from 1820 until 1867. Composed of the oldest Lutheran Synods,
the General Synod in the 1850s and 1860s underwent a theological crisis,
because of increasing pressures toward conservatism. When some of the
Synods refused to move far enough or fast enough to a confessionally
Lutheran position, several synods seceded and together with some newer
and more conservative synods formed the General Council in 1867. In
1918 the General Council and General Synod merged to form the United
Lutheran Church of America, which in 1961 became the Lutheran Church in
America. The Missouri Synod ranged to the right of both nineteenth
century groups. The doctrinal developments of nineteenth century Lutheranism have been described in the following works: Carl Mauelshagen,
American Lutheranism Surrenders to the Forces of Conservatism (Athens,

J
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On the basis of an editorial dating from 1898, one may infer that not
all within the General Synod agreed with The Observer's earlier suggestion.

In 1898, The Observer stated:

We have argued the insurance question in our conferences, pro
and contra, but this feature, that insurance is an incentive
to crime is manifesting itself more, and there is hardly a pastor among us but that has met some case, that is at least
suspicious. 5 6
The Ohio Synod, which in the twentieth century became part of the
Ame rican Lutheran Church, was generally conservative during the 1840s
a nd 1850s.

The Ohio Synod's Lutheran Standard took issue with the

editorial of The Lutheran Observer.

The Standard implied that life in-

surance was a form of gambling and that it was evidence of a lack of
trus t in God. 51

When in a later issue The Observer tried to defend it-

se l f by quoting both American religious authorities and the Christian
Scriptures, the Standard rejected both the contemporary religious authorities as well as the validity of the Biblical support, which was primarily the example of early Christian communalism in 3erusalem. 52

Five

years later the Standard wrote:
The Life Insurance Speculation is among the boldest and most insinuating of the humbugs of our day. Religious papers and
Georgia: University of Georgia, 1936); Paul w. Spaude, The Lutteran Church
under American Influence. A Historical-philosophical Interpretation of
the Church in Its Relation to Various Modif i
Forces in the United
States (Burlington, Iowa: The Lutheran Literary Board, 1943.
50As quoted in The Lutheran Witness, XVII (21 December 1898), 110.
511 'The 'Observer' on Life Insurance," The Lutheran Standard, XX.VI
(1 March 1866), 36-37. The Missouri Synod reaction to the Standard's
criticism of 'rhe Observer appeared in Der Lutheraner, XXII (1 April
1866), 117.
52 ''The New Ethics of the Observer," The Lutheran Standard, XXVI
(1 April 1866), 52-53.
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organizations do not blush to commend it as an excellent means
of acquiring peace of soul, and insurance agents preach it as
a special Gospe1.53
In 1873, the Standard went so far as to suggest that the Christian who
purchased life insurance could not legitimately pray that God would
not lead him into temptation.

The same article cited the Christian

Republic, which listed four reasons why people opposed life insurance:
(1) some people simply did not think much of the idea; (2) others saw
it as a form of gambling; (3) some said it was opposed in the South
because the capital is invested in northern companies; and, (4) some
believed that husbands and wives have been murdered to collect benefits.54

The second and f,ourth could be classified as moral, as well as

religious, reasons.
The development of non-Christian benevolent societies caused negative reactions from many religious organizations.

The Lutheran Standard

stated that persons who joined societies outside the church for the sake
of financial security are precisely the persons who should remain in the
church to make it more responsive to the needs of the sick and indigent. 55
When it was suggested that congregations establish societies within
themselves in order to counter the temptation to join non-Christian
secret societies, the Standard agreed that there was merit in the
53The Lutheran Standard, XXIX (15 July 1871), 110.
54,'Life Insurance for Clergymen," The Lutheran Standard, XXI, 183.
The title was taken from the opening paragraph which contained the
famous account of the English clergyman, Charles Spurgeon, and his purchase of a life insurance policy.
55.,A Popular Argument for Unchurchly Benevolent Sqcieties Examined," The Lutheran Standard, XXV (15 November 1865), 17 3.
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proposal.

There were also dangers, especially the growth of selfishness

and decline of charity, "for when all pay and receive alike there is no
love."56

On the other hand, the Standard admitted a year later that one

of the desirable outcomes of the conflict with the secret societies
whose great attraction was financial security was the greater recognition of the church's responsibility toward the sick and poor.

Neverthe-

l e ss, societies for mutual support, it was argued, were not based on
love, because those already in a condition of poverty were excluded.
Furthermore, the Standard argued that the weal thy often incorrectly re1 i e ved themselves of responsibilities toward the poor on the basis of
their participation in such societies. 57

Finally societies of mutual

support even when organized within a congregation did not care for all
the poor within the congregation. 58 Whether the initial reactions of
The Lutheran Standard represented the general attitude of the clergy is
not certain.

By 1902 many pastors of the Ohio Synod were reported to

have purchased life insurance policies from the Presbyterian Ministers'
Fund. 59

Yet as late as 1919, the Standard complained about the sweep-

ing claims made for life insurance by the Presbyterian Ministers' Fund. 6 0
The Iowa Synod, founded in 1854, was a Lutheran Synod very similar
in background to the Missouri Synod. 61

In 1879, the Iowa Synod in a

5 6.rhe Lutheran Standard, XXX (1 July 1872), 101.
57 'The Church• s Care for the Suffering," The Lutheran Standard ,
XXXI (21 June 1873), 164.

-

58Ibid.

59F[riedrich] B[ente3 ;1 , ''Lebensversicherung in der Ohio-Synode ,"
Lehre und Wehre, XLVIII (September 1902), 271.
60•'Life Insurance Once More , " The Lutheran Standard , LI.X (18 October 1919), 657.
6lp0 r a Missouri Synod view of the history of the relationships
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meeting at Maxfield, Iowa, a rural parish outside Waverly, voted to establish a mutual support society.

The impetus seems to have been the

death of a pastor who left his family virtually destitute.
agreed to pay one dollar each to the pastor's widow.
was informal and based on the assessment method.6 2

The pastors

The organization
First known as the

Mutual Aid Society of the Evangelical Lutheran Synod of Iowa and Other
States (Gegenseitige Unterstuetzungsverein der Evangelisch-Lutherischen
Synode von Iowa und anderen Staaten) , the naJDe was changed in the twentieth century to Lutheran Mutual Life Insurance Company.

Although begun

under the auspices of Iowa Synod pastors, the organization was apparently not limited to clergy.

By the end of the century the society had

three categories for members which were classified by age and health.
Membership in the Iowa Synod or in Lutheran churches with which the
Iowa Synod was in fellowship was an additional requirement. 63 Reflecting
between the two synods see Walter A. Baepler, A Century of Grace: A
History of the Missouri Synod, 1847-1947 (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing
House, 1947), pp. 65-95. For histories of the Iowa Synod see Geo. J.
Fritschel, Quellen und Dokumente zur Geschichte und Lehrstellung der
ev.-luth. Synode von Iowa u. a. Staaten (Chicago: Wartburg Publishing
House, n.d.); and by the same author Aus den Tagen der Vaeter (Chicago:
Wartburg Publishing House, 1930); Johannes Deindoerfer, Geschichte der
Evangel.-Luth. Synode von Iowa und anderen Staaten (Chicago: Verlag des
Wartburg Publishing House, 1897).
6~Letter from E. J. Rod, Vice President and Secretary of Lutheran
Mutual Life Insurance Company, to James Albers, 15 July 1969. In the
files of the recipient. In the letter Mr. Rod indicates that a founding
document is framed and hanging in the board room of Lutheran Mutual Life
Insurance Company, which is the descendant of organization begun in
1879.
63A sketch of the first twenty years of the company may be found
in Deindoerfer, pp. 319-327. See also A[ugust] G[raebner], ''Zur
Auslctinft," Der Lutheraner, LIV (22 March 1898), 52-53.
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the abrasive feelings between the Iowa and Missouri Synods during the
nineteenth century a resolution was adopted by the Io-~a Synod based
society in 1898 specifically excluding from membership any member of
the Synodical Conference. 64
In 1916 Lutheran Mutual received its charter under the Fraternal
Laws of Iowa.

At about this time the company began issuing policies

with rates based on the exact age of the applicant and legal reserves.65
In 1895 members of the Iowa Synod also established fire insurance to
provide Lutheran pastors, teachers, and congregations with inexpensive
fire insurance. 66
On the basis of the available sources there is no indication that
the Iowa Synod was opposed to the principles of life insurance for
religious or churchly reasons.

A pastor of the Iowa Synod, ordained

in 1913, reports that he can recall nothing in the publications of the
Iowa Synod that was critical of the concept of life insurance, although
he admitted, ''many of the old Germans didn't have much use for the idea
of life insurance. n67
64A[ugust] G[raebner], ''Die Lebensversicherungsgesellscbaft der
Iowa Synod," Dar Lutheraner, LIV (3 May 1898) , 77. The Synodical Conference was a federation of conservative Lutheran synods (1872-1967).
In 1898 the Missouri Synod and Wisconsin Synod were the two largest
members.
65Letter from B. J. Rod to James Albers.
66neindoerfer, pp. 326-327. Pastor G. Weng of Oshkosh, Wisconsin,
and a lawyer named Herman Pfund of Madison were the leaders of the fire
insurance fund. The company was chartered in the state of Wisconsin.
67Letter from B. J. Rod to James Albers. Pastor Sig. Sandrock was
the name of the pastor; he is the uncle of Mr. Rod's wife.
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The Wisconsin Synod was another Lutheran body that was studied for
reactions of life insurance.

Founded in 1850, the Wisconsin Synod

reached doctrinal agreement with the Missouri Synod in 1869, and joined
with it and several other Synods in 1872 to form the Synodical Conference. 68
The Wisconsin Synod's official publication took virtually no cognizance of life insurance, but the Wisconsin Synod publication only
rarely de alt with the religious implications of political, social, or
economic problems.

The only reference that was discovered was the

Evangelisch Lutherische Gemeinde-Blatt in 1871.

In a brief notice, it

reported the establishment of The Society for Promoting Life Insurance
among Clergymen in New York.

The editors briefly stated that life in-

?

surance was not to be recoamended since a believing Christian would not

q'\.
have to purchase life insurance to receive the promises of John 46 :4 - ~ '

I

•

Moreover, if clergymen purchased life insurance, it would show
a loss of love for God's Word and those who proclaimed it. 69
68The histories of the Wisconsin Synod are M. Lehninger, Continuing
in His Word, 1850-1950: The History of the Evangelical Lutheran Joint
Synod of Wisconsin and Other States (Milwaukee: Northwestern Publishing
House, 1951); Erwin E. Kowalke, You and Your
nod: The Sto
of the
Wisconsin Evangelical Lutheran Synod Milwaukee: Northwestern Publishing
House, 1961); and John Philipp Koehler, The History of tbe Wisconsin
Synod, edited and with an introduction by Leigh Jordahl C[Mosinee, Wis.]:
Protestant Conference, 1970).
69.gin neuer Plan," Evangelische Lutherische Gemeinde-Blatt, VI, 84.
The first ten volumes of the Gemeinde-Blatt (1865-1875) were examined in a page-by-page fashion. The only articles dealing with any social, political, or economic problems, were a few articles in 1867 relating political events transpiring in Germany. A survey of the pastoral
conference topics listed in the EvanJielische Lutherische Gemeinde-Blatt
bore the. same results for the same period. The Wisconsin Synod, Proceed.!:!!!!• 1898 to 1907, make no mention of life insurance, nor did the
Theologische Quartalschr~ft, I 7Iv (1904-1907). The ~atter was the theological journal of the Wisconsin Synod. The Wisconsin Synod archives,
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Although there is very little in the official literature of the Wisconsin Synod during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,
it was from within the Wisconsin Synod that the primary impetus came for
the formation of the Aid Association for Lutherans in 1902.

The main

founders of the Aid Association for Lutherans were members of St. Paul's
Lutheran Church in Appleton, Wisconsin, a Wisconsin Synod congregation.
There were, however, pastors within the Synod who opposed life insurance. 70
Another Confessional Lutheran group which was examined was the
Norwegian Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, founded in 1853.
Thi?: early leaders of this Synod had strong and friendly relations with
the Missouri Synod especially in the nineteenth century.71

The Norwe-

gians did not seem to have much theological difficulty with life insurance until they came into contact with

c.

F. W. Walther.

In the 1860s

Norwegian ministerial students came to the Missouri Synod seminary in
located in Milwaukee, do not contain the minutes of the pastoral conference held in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
70The role of the Wisconsin Synod in the formation of the Aid
Association for Lutherans is described in greater detail in Chapter
VIII, primarily because it is directly involved in the reflection and
alteration of attitudes within the Missouri Synod.
71The three best surveys of Norwegian Lutheranism in America are
Gerhard Belgum, "The Old Norwegian Synod in America, 1853-1890"
(Ph.D. dissertation, Yale University, New Haven, Connecticut, 1957);
E. Clifford Nelson and Eugene L. Fevold, The Lutheran Church among
Norwegian-Americans (Two volumes; Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing
House, 1960); and J. c. K. Preus, Norsemen Found a Church: An Old Heritage in a New Land (Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing- House, 1953). For
a study of the relationships between the Missouri and Norwegian leaders
see Carls. Meyer, Pioneers Find Friends (Decorah, Iowa: Luther College
Press, 1962).
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St. Louis.

Part of the arrangement included the assignment of a profes-

sor of the Norwegian Synod to the seminary's faculty.

The first such

professor was Lauritz Larsen, who was at Concordia Seminary from 1859
to 1861.

Larsen's daughter and biographer wrote that soon after Profes-

sor Larsen arrived at Concordia Seminary ""a declaration against insurance issued by his German colleagues was presented to him for his signature."

Reluctant to sign the document without examination, he asked

for time since he had hitherto found nothing condemnatory in insurance.
Miss Larsen does not state whether her father signed the document, but
she does state that as late as 1868 her father was still paying the
premiums on his modest policies.

Eventually he was convinced that the

life insurance was wrong because of what he believed were gambling
aspects.

Later in life he is said to have returned to his earlier po-

sition. 72
In 1889 Luther College, one of the Norwegian Synod's schools,
burned down.

The Norwegian Synod did not carry fire insurance.

When

Lauritz Larsen, then president of the school, advocated fire insurance,
he was described as liberai. 73

Since fire insurance was more readily

accepted than life insurance in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries, this suggests that the Norwegians were al:so conservative with
regard to life insurance.

According to Mr. E. J. Rod, Vice-President

and Secretary of the Lutheran Mutual Life Insurance Company, who grew up
72Karen Larsen, Laur. Larsen: Pioneer College President (Northfield,
Minnesota: Norwegian-American Historical Association, 1936), pp. 108,
3ll.

73 Ibid. , p. 331.

I
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in a Norwegian coumunity, many Norwegians simply bad no use for life
insurance. 74
In 1917 a fraternal life insurance organization known as the Luther
Union was begun within the Norwegian Lutheran Church of America.
tually it became known as The Lutheran Brotherhood.

Even-

The Union was begun

as "a department of the Church and subject to its supervision ...75

Be-

cause of religious objections, however, the Norwegian Lutheran Church of
America disowned the Luther Union in 1918.

The Lutheran Brotherhood

historian writes that
many pastors and lay people regard life insurance as un-Scriptural
and viewed pastors and fellow Christians who insured their lives
with considerable suspicion.76
Although few understood the principles upon which life insurance was
based, many Norwegian Lutherans received
insurance of whatever kind • • • [as] incompatible with faith
in God and dependence on His protecting and providing care.
Therefore, it was quite coaanon to cite Matthew 6:19-34 against
any kind of insurance.77
Slovak Lutherans did not arrive in America in large numbers until
the last two decades of the twentieth century.

Their involvement with

life insurance followed a pattern different from those just described.
Although the Slovak Evangelical Lutheran Church was not organized until
1902, an ethnic social organization known as The Slovak Evangelical
7

4E.

J. Rod to James Albers.

75Gustav M. Bruce, ''Pioneers in Security: History of Lutheran
Brotherhood" (pamphlet issued by Lutheran Brotherhood, n.d.), p. 2.
It was based on articles which appeared in the Luthe.ran Brotherhood
!2!!!!_, October, November, and December 1953, and January 1954.
7 6 ~ . ' p. 7.

77 Ibid.

-
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Union was begun in 1893.

The Union had broad social objectives, among

them the provision of fraternal insurance.
Lutherans.

Membership was restricted to

As individual Slovak congregations were formed, they often

obtained financial support from The Evangelical Union.

Finally there

were enough congregations to form the Slovak Evangelical Lutheran Church
in 1902.

Tensions quickly developed between the Union and the Synod.

One of these issues was the insurance offered by The Union.

The two

major criticisms of life insurance which appeared in Svedok, the Synod's
publication, were that life insurance was a form of gambling and a sign
of weak faith.
By 1920 the tensions between the Synod and the Union bad subsided.
One of the results of this was that members of the Synod were allowed to
join mutual aid societies.

Whether this implied a general acceptance of

life insura nce principles is not known.

At least there does not seem to

have been much opposition after this time. 78
Contemporary Religious Reactions to Life Insurance
By the middle of the twentieth century there are almost no religious reactions against life insurance.

A rare exception is a two-part

article which appeared in the influential and widely circulated Christian
78An the material on the Slovaks was taken from George Dolak,
A Risto
of the Slovak Eva elical Lutheran Church in the United States
of America, 1902-1927 St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1955 ,
pp. 23-26, 67, 129.
The Slovak Evangelical Lutheran Church joined the Synodical Conference in 1908. In 1970 it decided to merge with the Missouri Synod.
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Century in 1963. 79

Written by an assistant English professor at Yale,

the article argued that the rise of life insurance became possible only
when the belief in im:nortality was discarded.

Life insurance became

important, asserts the author without documentation, when people felt a
responsibility toward their heirs which transcended the grave.SO

Al-

though Welsh does not evaluate other financial and social arrangements
which transcend the grave, he is convinced that
if our be.lief in immortality had the original Christian force
and literalness, we would have no need for life insurance. If
we truly felt the next life to be more important than this, we
would hold the same to be true for our heirs • • . • Life Insurance has inherited and transformed the religious hope of immortality in an age that has lost religious assurance.Bl
In expanding on the last point of this quotation, Welsh suggested that
life ins urance companies have adopted symbols of immortality employed
in previous ages, such as pyramids and all-seeing eyes.

Life insurance

agents, said Welsh, understand themselves in pseudo-religious roles, as
they come to bring knowledge of financial salvation. 82

The article

fails to distinguish the function of a life insurance agent from that of
any other economic counselor.

Nevertheless, that the editors o f ~

Christian Century considered the article worth publishing testifies to a
lingering sense of mistrust of life insurance that finds its rationale
in religious sentiment.
79Alexander Welsh, ''The Religion of Life Insurance," The Christian
Century, LXXX (11 December 1963), 1541-1542; LXXX (18 December 1963),
1574-1576.
80 Ibid., LXXX, 1541-1542.
8 1 ~•• LXXX, 1542.
8 2 ~•• LXXX, 1574-1576.
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The evidence presented in this chapter indicates that there was
apparently little religious opposition to life insurance in Europe during the nineteenth century.

In England and America many clergymen ac-

tively supported and promoted life insurance.

Opposition to life insur-

ance in the United States seems to have been confined to ethnic and
religious groups, although this conclusion rests upon the use of limited
sources.

The primary reasons for opposition to life insurance on the

part of religious groups were that life ihs1n::a nc~ contradicted belief in
the providential care of God and that it was a form of gambling.
The first Lutheran reactions to life insurance began in tbe 1860s
and were divided in opinion, with Eastern and Americanized Lutherans
generally advocating life inaurance, while the German innnigrant Lutherans who settled largely in the Midwest were largely either skeptical or
opposed to life insurance.

The four most generally cited grounds for

opposition to life insurance were that it was a form of speculation or
gambling, that it indicated a lack of trust in God, that tbe purchase
of life insurance was not an act of charity as agents claimed, and that
life insurance tended to be a threat to genuine charitable activity
within the church.

The last two arguments were particularly directed

at the small but numerous mutual aid societies and tbe larger fraternal
organizations which featured mutual financial support.

Almost all pub-

lic opposition to life insurance seems to have ended about the time of
World War I.

-

CHAPTER IV

THE MISSOURI SYNOD AND LIFE INSURANCE TO 1868
The Theological and Cultural Context of tbe
Missouri Synod to 1868
The Lutheran Curch--Missouri Synod or, as it was officially known
in the 1860s: Die deutsche Evangelische Lutberische Synode von Missouri,
Ohio und anderen Staaten, was formed by two groups of Lutheran immigrants
in the period before the Civil War.

One group of about eight hundred was

led from Saxony, Germany, by Pastor Martin Stephan in 1838.

Stephan was

part of the Confessional and Evangelical Awakening in Germany in tbe first
half of the nineteenth century, and served as pastor of a Bohemian congregation in Dresden, from 1810 to 1838.

Stephan came under strong suspicion •

by the civil officials in Saxony in the 1830s, and although be was never
convicted of any crimes, his license to preach and perform official church
acts was aken away in 1838.

Stephan's followers were convinced that

emigration was necessary, since they believed only Stephan preached the
saving Gospel.

When Stephan was discredited on charges of sexual irregu-

larities after only a few months in America, the group nearly disintegrated. 1
In 1841

c.

F.

w.

Walther, one of the eleven pastors who accompanied

the emigrant 1roup in 1838, rose to prominence by convincing the group
1The standard accounts of the Stephanite emigration and experiences
in America are Walter o. Forster, Zion on the Mississippi: The Settlement
of the Saxon Lutherans in Missouri, 1839-1841 (St. Louis: Concordia
Publis&ing House, 19S3); Carl s. !tlndinger, Government in the Missouri
Synod: The Genesis of Decentralized Government in the Missouri Synod (St.
Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1947); for English translations of
documents of this period see Carls. Meyer, editor, !t>ving Frontiers
(St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1964), pp. 47-193.
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that it could live and function as a truly Christian group in America and
that the emigration had not been a mistake.

C. F. W. Walther became the

dominant leader of the Synod from the time of its formation in 1847, until
his death in 1887. 2 Walther (1811-1887) was the son of a Lutheran pastor.
While studying theology at the University of Leipzig, Walther had a period
of strong spiritual struggling, which resulted in a type of conversion
experience in which Martin Stephan played an instrumental role.

In 1837,

Walther took a small parish in Saxony, where he encountered a rationalistic
school superintendent.
Walther was included.

When plans to come to America were finalized,
In 1841 Walther's brother, Pastor

o.

H. Walther of

Trinity congregation in St. Louis, died, and C. F. W. Walther was called
to succeed him.

In 1844, Walther began publishing a bi-weekly periodical

called Der Lutheraner.

Der Lutheraner played an important role in gathering

Confessional Lutherans in the Mid-west, particularly, together into the
Missouri Synod.

In 1849, Walther became the professor and first president

of the Synod's seminary and preparatory school in St. Louis.
these positions until his death. 3

Walther held

Walther also served as president of the

2There is no satisfactory biography of C. F. W. Walther. Among those
available are Martin Guenther, Dr. C. F. W. Walther. Lebensbild (St. Louis:
Lutherischer Concordia Verlag, 1890); Lewis W. Spitz, Sr., The Life of C.
F. W. Walther (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1961); and D. H.
Steffens, Doctor Carl Ferdinand Wilhelm Walther (Philadelphia: The Lutheran
Publishing Society, 1917). A brief biography may be found in Letters of
C. F. w. Walther: A Selection, translated and edited by Carls. Meyer
(Philadelphia: Portress Press, 1969), PP• 1-27. Another helpful Walther
resource is Carl S. Meyer and James Michael, ''Walther Bibliography,"
Concordia Theological Monthly, DXII (October 1961), 658-663.
3 The seminary was begun in 1839, in Perry County. The school was
transferred to St. Louis in 1849, when ownership was given to the Synod
by Lutheran Congregation in Altenburg. Carl S. Meyer, From Log Cabin to
Luther Tower (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1966) is the standard
history of Concordia Seminary.

81
Missouri Synod, which he was instrumental in founding in 1847, from 18471850 and 1864-1878.

Walther was also the first president of the Evangelical

Lutheran Synodical Conference, a loose federation of German Lutheran
Synods, formed in 1872.

For about ten years the Synodical Conference also

included a Norwegian Synod.

In 1855, Walther began the Synod's theological

journal, Lehre und Wehre, the forerunner of the current Concordia
Theological Monthly. 4
The other constituent group of the Missouri Synod was comprised of
followers of Wilhelm Loehe. 5

Loehe was a Lutheran Confessional pastor,

in the small village of Neuendettelsau in Bavaria.

From this rather remote

place, Loehe became greatly alarmed in the early 1840s over the lack of
pastoral care which German Lutheran immigrants in America were receiving.
Loehe conceived several plans to help gather the immigrants into
churches.

One of these involved sending to America young men, who had

been hurriedly trained in theology, and who could serve as teachers and
possibly pastors.

Loehe hoped they would quickly affiliate with a

Confessional Lutheran Synod.

When C. F. W. Walther began publishing~

4In 1930, the Concordia Theological Monthly was begun to combine in
one journal the concerns previously dealt with in Lehre und Wehre, ~
Theological Monthly (an English language theological journal), and!!!!_
Homiletisches-Maguzin.
5For further information on Wilhelm Loehe and his experiences with
the Missouri Synod, see Walter A. Baepler, A Century of Grace: A History
of the Missouri Synod, 1847-1947 (St. Louis: Conco~dia Publ~shing Bou~e,
1947), especially pages 65-95. See also Meyer, Moving Frontiers, pp. 90115 for pertinent documents from this episode. J'ames Lewis Schaaf "William
Loehe • s Relation to the .K1Derican Church: A Study in the History of Lutheran
Mission" (lb,.D. dissertation, Heidelberg University, Heidelberg, West
Germany, 1961); Erich Hugo Heintzen, "William Loehe and the Missouri
Synod, 1841-1853" (Ph.D. dissertation, University of Illinois, Champaign,
Illinois 1964); and William Loehe, Three Books About the Church; translated,
edited, ~nd introduction by James L. Schaaf (Philadelphia: Portress Press,
1969).
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Lutheraner in 1844, copies reached some of the Loehe men in Ohio and
Michigan.

Contact was made; meetings were held, and in 1847, most of the

Loehe people joined the Saxons to form the Missouri Synod.

The Loehe men

were originators and strongest proponents of the idea of a synod.

6

The Missouri Synod grew rapidly from 24 pastors in 1847 7 to 174 in
1860.

8

This rapid growth seems due to a set of rather fortunate circum-

stances.

The Stephanite episode had caused the Saxons to reactatrongly

against authoritarian or episcopal forms of government, and to replace
them with a strongly democratic type of congregational government in
America.

This was extremely congenial to the ideals and circumstances of

American society, although this extreme congregationalism ha4 to be modified
within two decades to allow for the sending of missionaries or itinerllllnt
pastors to reach the increasing number of Lutheran immigrants. 9

Further-

more, the large number of pastors (eleven) which had come with Stephan
6

The original name was Th~ Evangelical Lutheran Synod of Missouri,
Ohio and Other States (Die Bvangelische-Lutherische Synode von Missouri,
Ohio und anderen Staaten) ~
7Brster Synodal-Bericht der deutschen Bvangelischen Lutherischen
Synode von Missouri, Ohio und anderen Staaten von Jahre 1847 (Zweiter
Auflage; St. Louis: Druckerie der Synode von Missouri, Ohio und ~deren
Staaten, 1876), p. 24. Hereafter the official proceeding of the Synod
will be cited in the following manner: Missouri Synod, Proceedings, 1847,
p •. 24. District proceedings will be cited in a similar manner. All
citations are from the first edition unless otherwise noted.
8

Missouri Syno~, Proeeedings, 1860, pp. 82-88.

9Karl H. Wyneken, ''The Development of Itinerant Ministri~s in the
Lutheran Church--Missouri Synod, 184~ -1865" (unpublished S.T .M. dissertation, Concodia Seminary, St. Louis, Missouri, 1963).
The suggestion that the democratic form of government developed under
the influence of Jacksonian democracy is rejected by Hmdinger, who conclud~s Missouri polity developed under the influence of Luther's theology.
Mundinger, p. 212.
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was later augmented by a large flow of pastors and theological students
from various institutions in Europe.

10

Many of the latter completed their

theological training at the Synod's practical seminary, located successively
at fort Wayne, St. Louis, and since 1875 at Springfield, Illinois.

The

two seminaries at St. Louis and Springfield also produced indigenous
ministers.

This burgeoning supply of pastors enabled the Synod to absorb

a large percentage of the German Lutheran immigrants who were settling
in the Mid-west in the middle third of the nineteenth century. 11
Theologically both the Saxon and Bavarian contigents came out of the
so-called "Awakening Movement" (Erweckungsbewegung) in Germany.

The

"Awakening M:>vement" was basically an attempt to restore the traditional
theology of Luther and the Lutheran Confessions, in a specific rejection
af the rationalism of the German Enlighenment, known as the AufklKrung.
Although the theology of feeling of F. Scbleiermacber was rejected, a
deeply emotional pietism was characteristic of the "Awakening M:>vement. 1112
10cf. Meyer, Moving Frontiers, pp. 221-224, for the work of Pastor
Friedrich Brunn of Steeden in Nassau. Between 1861 and 1878 be sent over
two hundred prospective pastors to America to complete their training.
Another source was Pastor Louis Harms in Hermannsburg. ~ - , p. 279.
See also Meyer, Log Cabin to Luther Tower, pp. 45-48.
11Aspects of this problem are described in Meyer, M:>vtng Frontiers,
pp. 196-208.
12 For further information on the Awakening and its effect on the
leaders of the Missouri Synod, see !-llndinger, pp. 21-24; Forster, pp. 13-26;
Ralph Dornfield OWen, "The Old Lutherans Come," Concordia Historical
Institute Quarterly, XX (April 1947), 3-55; Meyer, !t:>ving Frontiers, pp.
47-86. See also William Shanahan, German Protestants Face the Social
Question (Notre Dame, Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press, 1954) 1
pp. 57-66, for the social and political implication of the 'movement. For
specific examples of this in the early history of the Missouri Synod see
Letters of c. F. w. Walther, pp. 31-50, especially pp. 36, 41, 46, 47 and
49fn., a letter by c. F. w. Walther to bis brother O. H. Walther dated
4 May 1840. For a criticism of Pietism by C. F. W. Walther see pages 70-75,
a letter dated 19 January 1846.
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In the first years in America the Saxons experienced an uneasy tension
with many of their new American neighbors.

At the cornerstone laying of

Trinity Church in St. Louis, in 1842, the leaders were afraid of "disturbance on the part of enemies of the church. 1113

Marbach, a lawyer and one

of the leaders of the group, who :im 1841 debated whether the colony was
truly a church, is reported to have said in 1841 that "a chief occupation
of our group was to pass uncharitable judgments on all outsiders. 1114

The

original intention of the Saxon group was to settle in an isolated and
completely self-sustaining colony so they could be unthreatened by those
opposed to the church. 15

This evident distrust, which almost seems to have

bordered on group paranoia, apparently subsided to some extent after the
Stephan episode, although a strong defensiveness toward Anglo-American
culture still remained.
immigrants.

This was reenforced by new batches of German

Por several decades at least this impression of distrust

may be observed in the few but telling refe:r;ences to American culture
in the pages of Der Lutheraner during the 1850s and 1860s.

This pessimism

ot skepticism: about American culture was not unique to the Missouri Synod.
Rather, it tended to be somewhat typical of immigrant patterns of thought
which had been conditioned in Europe to be "pessimistic, resigned, unhopeful
of cli&nging the exil.sting order of things. 1116
13Mundinger, p. 147.

Cf. pp. 177 and 192.

14tbid., p. 210.
15Porster, pp. 576-583.
l6MB1dwyn Allen Jones, American Iumi.gration (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1960), p. 231.
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It may be noted that life in American society at this time did not
necessarily imply total acceptance of American cutural systems.

The

freedom of dissent and of ethnic difference was still very much a live
17
option.
The opportunity to be different and to create new things was
vigorously seized by Walther.

In a letter to Pastor J. A. Ottesen, the

leader of the Norwegian Lutheran Church, another minority group, Walther
wrote optimistically:
Where there is no fruitless speculation and theologizing, while
everything remains nicely as it was, but here all public speaking
becomes action and takes shape and is changed into practice!
Unsullied souls will bless us when we are slumbering in the grave
if through our faithful warfare we bequeath them the treasure
of pure doctrine and ftf practice based on and in accordance
with its principles. 1
Unfortunately, the relation of the Missouri Synod to American
culture duping this period has been almost totally ignored by historians
19
of the Synod.
In a rare analysis of the Synod's involvement with
American culture, in this instance the Civil War, Paul Kavasch makes a
convincing case for the very sharp distinction the Synod made between
religious matters on the one hand and social and political issues on the
other.

Religion, Kavasch points out, was considered a matter of personal

17Alice Felt Tyler, Freedom's Ferment (New York: Harper and Row,
Publishers, 1962), passim.
18c. F. W. Walther to Rev. J. A. Ottesen, 27 August 1859, Letters
of c. F. W. Walther, p. 92.
1 9walter A. Baepler in a book which is still a basic institutional
narrative of the Synod, Century of Grace, does not even mention the Civil
War, or any of the Synod's attitudes toward such issues as drinking,
dancing, stage and theater, rights of women, and card playing. An attempt
to provide some insight into the rela~ionship was made in Meyer, Moving
Frontiers, pp. 344-385, but a fuller study needs to be m~e. Cf. Forster,
p. 227 for the same conclusion.
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faith and individual morality.

Both of these were based on what were

recognized as clear statements of Scripture.

Political, economic, and

social issues were to be dealt with according to the best wisdom man has
at bis disposal.

The most that the Sciptures had to say about the political

sphere was that Christians were to be obedient to the government. 20

Usually

this obedience to the government was understood to mean passive acceptance
of whatever the government in power decided.
Regarding the Civil War, C. F.

w.

Walther and other leaders of the

Synod agreed with neither the pro-slavery nor the abolitionist positions.
The Synod's leaders were convinced that a third ground was possible.

They

understood the Bible not to have rejected the institution of slavery as
a sin.

Therefore the slavery and secession questions to them were political

rather than religious or moral. 21

Nevertheless Walther saw religious im-

plications in the War and declared it to be God's judgment upon America,
"our whole American Nineveh." Walther admonished Lutherans to repent of
their personal sins, which they should remember in this experience of the
wrath of God. 22

Another reason why the Synodical leaders rejected the

20Paul M. Kavasch, "The Lutheran Church--Missouri Synod During the
Early Years of the Civil War," Concordia Historical Institute Quarterly,
XXXI (October 1958), 65-78; XXXI (January 1959), 104-105. 'l'be article
is very well documented and extremely convincing, although somewhat
limited in its scope.
21 Ibid., XXXI, 76-78; 153-154.
22 c. F. w. [Walther], "Vorwort," Der Lutheraner, XVIII (20 August
1861), 1, translated in part in Meyer, Moving Frontiers, p. 235. Cf.
Walther to J.C. W. Lindemann, 27 April 1861, in Letters of C. F. w.
Walther, pp. 102-104 •

.,._
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abolitionist point of view was that abolition was considered to be based
on liberal views which emphasized temporal realities at the expense of
spiritual concerns.

Liberalism was anthropocentric and humanistic and

seemed to the leaders of the Synod to be cut from the same piece of fabric
as the rationalism from which they had fled in Germany.

Supporting such

a humanistic cause, the Synodical leaders felt, would lead to the perversion and eventual loss of true spiritual faith. 23
Although concentrating almost exclusively on specifically theological
topics from the 1840s through the 1860s, Der Lutheraner exhibited an increased willingness to speak out on social and political issues in America,
at least insofar as these impinged on the personal piety of the members
of the Synod.

Whether this tendency was the result of a more settled

religious life in the Synod, or whether it represented increased knowledge of American culture and confidence in criticizing it, or whether
the threat of cultural assimilation and the expected concommitant spiritual
deterioration were being felt is difficult to determine.
true to some extent.

Perhaps all were

At any rate, there is a growing concern for the

effect of the social environment on personal piety.

Por example, criticisms

of the nineteenth century American theater appeared in 1848, 1866, and
1869. 24

The problem of alcohol and temperance was dealt with in 1850 1

23 Kavasch, XXXI, 67.
2411Die Schauspielerin Pelagia, 11 Der Lutheraner, V (28 November 1848),
54-55 i "Das Theater. Das Zeugniss beruehmter und beobachtender Heiden, 11
Der Lutheraner, XXIII (1 September 1866), 5-6; and Walther , "Btwas, den
Theaterbesuch betreffend, 11 Der Luthe am.er, XXV (15 February 1869) 1 92-94.
By 1885 a series of four lectures on the dance and theater-going was
published (St. Louis: Lutherischer Concordia-Verlag, 1885). A copy is
located in the Concordia Historical Institute archives in St. Louis. The
lectures presumably were given by Walther at Trinity Lutheran Church in
St. Louis.
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1853, 1854, and 1861, 25 while the first major article on "the dance"
26
appeared in Der Lutheraner in 1867.
Gambling was another issue t h a t ~
Lutheraner began commenting upon in the late 1850s, although more severe
criticism is evident in the 1870s. 27
Almost all of the evils against which the Synod protested, were those
of private or individual morality.

Only those matters which were related

to the personal life of the individual Chcistian or the Christian congregation were discussed.

Moreover this was done only when it was thought

clear biblical statements supported the position.

Yet to maintain a

balanced picture of the period it must also be pointed out that this was
25 •'1.uther ueber die Trunkenheit," Der Lutheraner, XI (19 March 1850),
109-110; Der Lutheraner, X (6 December 1853), 62; "Die alten Kircbeniraeter
ueber die Suende der Trunkenbeit," Der Lutberaner, XI (24 October 1854),
38-39; ''Mein Lieber Hans!" Der Lutheraner, XVIII (13 November 1861), 4951. The last article stated that various temperance societies should not
be condemned if they were able to rescue people. On the other band total
abstinence was not considered a Biblical command.
26 aeyer, "Zwei Abendunterhaltungen mit und ohne Tanz," Der Lutheraner,
XXIV (1 September; 1-15 November 1867), 10-12, 33-36, 43-45. This was a
form of entertainment which the Synod continued to oppose for another
seventy-five to a hundred years.
·
27 •'Fluch des Lottoriespiels ," Der Lutheraner, XIV (1 June 1858), 167.
''Lotterie," Der Lutheraner, XVII (16 April 1861), 142, was a criticism of
Roman Catholic lotteries to raise funds. ''Die Fairs," Lebre und Webre,
X (September 1864), 284, commented of fairs which tried to raise money
for the support of soldiers. The major articles in the 1870s were:
''Ueber Fairs und Lotterien zu •guten Zwecken, "' Der Lutheraner, XXVIII
(15 March 1872), 90-91; XXVIII (1 May 1872), 116-118 • .:" 'F(riedrich] L[ochner],
"Bin Gouverneur ueber Fairs und L'otterien zu kircblicben u. Zwecken, 11 Der
Lutheraner, XXIX (15 February 1873), 77; XXIX (15 March 1873), 93;
Martin G uenther , "Kirchliche Lotterien verdienstlicb," Der Lutheraner,
XXX (1 April 1874), 53. As can be observed from the titles themselves,
the Missouri Synod editors were not so much concerned about the evils of
gambling in society, as they were about its use within the church. The
distinction between church and world was consistently kept in focus.
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typical of the larger German and American religious coaaa.unities during this
period. 28
Perhaps the uneasy tension between the Christian and "the world" can
be best observed in the statements of two of the Synod's leaders.

In

1865, Wilhelm Sihler, professor and president of the Synod's preparatory
school in Fort Wayne analysed the mood and temper of America:
If we look around • • • we repeatedly encounter the following
fact: Not only farmers and craftsmen, but, for example, also
doctors and lawyers, yes indeed preachers forsake their calling,
which they have pursued with success perhaps as long as ten
years. Why? In order to become merchants or to enter a potentially lucrative speculation. They have no other goal in mind,
than with as little work as possible, in as short a time as
possible, to make as much money as possible • • • • 29
A mi.litant churchman of the Prussian variety, ''Sihler's observations on
social and political conditions in the nation were invariably morose and
28william Shanahan writes that before 1848 Protestants in Germany
did not deal with social problems which could not be dealt with in a
single parish, pp. 154-155.
About the American scene Clifton Olmstead wrote in bis History
of Religion in the United States (Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey; PrenticeHall, Inc., 1860), p·. 462: "If the majority of American- churchmen were
indifferent to the financial and political corruption of the era, their
concern over worldly amusements was serious to the point of being devaating.
To puritan and perfectionistic thinkers, it was difficult to conceive of
greater moral perils than dancing, attending the theater, gambling, smoking,
and drinking; and many a leader brought vehement criticism upon institutions
which offered facilities for these pursuits."
Smoking was not recognized by the Missouri Synod as a vice. It would
be somewhat difficult to imagine such a stand when one reads the following
description of the editorial meetings for Der Lutberaner and Lebre und
Webre: "The aroma tobacco permeated the house again when there was
Lesen, Reading. That was the name given to the evening on which the
faculty met for the purpose of reading with critical acumen articles in
manuscipt sent in for publication • • • • " William Schaller, ''Gottlieb
Schaller," Concordia Historical Institute Quarterly, XVI (October 1943) 1
90.
29 11was ist die Wabrheit in Binsicbt auf die Entstebung, die Ausuebung
und die Veraenderung des besondern irdiscben und buergerlicben Berufs?"
Der Lutheraner, XXII (1 December 1865), 49. All translations are by the
present writer unless othenri.se noted.

90
splenetic. 1130

Somewhat more open was

c.

F.

w.

Walther who less than a

decade later was able to see America's diversity as a source of promise
for the church.

Optimistically Walther wrote in 1874:

So we see now God's old ways again, if we see how God right here
in our midst, that which according to human wisdom and power was
moving toward inevitable decay, how God has opened wide the gates
of America for the church of the Reformation which currently lies
as in prison in the old world. Here under the protection of complete civil freedom and independence (an instance previously
almost without parallel in the whole history of the Christian
Church) she can build unhindered on the old foundations in order
to assemble her pure confession with one language [German] in one
mind and with a single meaning, and order itself completely
according to God's Word • • • • here she can in Word and Scripture,
in teaching and defense [Lehre und Webre], in self-protection
and aggressiveness, unhindered by physical power, raise her voice
undiminished; in teaching and life practice discipline as prescribed to her by God's Word; all her buried treasures sought
out again and use all her dear freedom won by Christ • • • • 31
This in brief is the mood which prevailed in the Missouri Synod,
when it first reacted to life insurance.

The atmosphere was one of

skepticism toward American culture generally.

To some extent this was

counter-balanced by strong optimism over the possibility of developing a
thoroughly Lutheran community in America which American religious freedom
provided.
3 ~ewis W. Spitz, Life in Two Worlds: Biography of William Sihler
(St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1968), p. 120. Cf. pp. 105122 for Sihler's approach to social issues.
31Missouri Synod, Proceedings, 1874, pp. 13-14.
view by Sihler in 1876, see Spit~,. PP• 120-121.

For a less optimistic
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Missouri Synod Attitudes toward Life Insurance up to 1868
Although a brief history of life insurance was provided in Chapter
II, it is important to recall some of the developments in life insurance
during the mid-nineteenth century, particularly as the Synod's leaders
might have come to know them.
While still in Germany in the 1830s, the future leaders of the Synod
may not have beard of life insurance, except perhaps in connection with
the unfavorable publicity regarding the refusal of several English life
insurance companies to pay the death benefit on the life of Duke Frederick
IV of Gotha in the late 1820s.

The event was significant enough in

Germany to stimulate the formation of the first German life insurance
company, the Life Insurance Bank for Germany in Gotha, in 1829.

Gotha

was about seventy miles southwest of Leipzig, where Walther began bis
theological studies in 1829.

In 1831, while Walther was still a student

in Leipzig, the Leipzig Life Insurance Company was founded.

The event

may well have been overlooked by young pastors and by young students of
theology enmeshed in a personal spiritual struggle.

Life insurance did

not flourish while Walther and his fellow Saxons remained in Germany. 32
It is not likely that the leaders of theSynod bad much direct contact
with life insurance during their first years in America.

During the pre-

Civil War period, life insurance was popularly considered to be at best
a financial arrangement of the relatively wealthy.

At worst the Synodical

leaders might have dismissed life insurance as another typically American,
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speculative, money-making scheme. 33

If the latter was their opinion, their

conclusion did not stray too far from the evaluation of a historian who
almost a century later wrote that companies founded in the 1850s were
"the results of the speculative tenor of the times. 1134 Such an impression
would have been validated in 1858, when gold was discovered at Pike's Peak,
Colorado.

The New York Life Insurance Company printed and posted handbills

advertising life insurance for prospectors; these bills stated that the
quest for gold could be pursued with full assurance that the prospector's
family would be taken care of should any of the many dangers actually
befall the prospector. 35

There were many life insurance offices in St.

Louis in the 1850s, and the Synod's leaders might have observed a slave
owner entering the offices of the Phenix Insurance Company in 1851, to
purchase policies on sixteen slaves.36
In the rapid expansion of life insurance that transpired during the
1860s, agents began flooding the cities and towns of America.

It is unima-

ginable that any literate person living in a thriving city such as St.
Louis could remain in total ignorance of life insurance.
33spitz, pp. 120-121.

Cf. Der Lutheraner, V (23 January 1849), 88.

34.rerrence O'Donnell, History of Life Insurance in Its Formative
Years (Chicago: American Conservation Company, 1936), p. 463.
35Ibid., p. 450, where the author reproduces a facsimile handbill.
For a Missouri Synod reaction to the "gold rush" of a decade earlier, see
Der Lutheraner V (23 January 1849), 88, where those contemplating going
are advised to take a look at Matt. 13:44-46; Luke 16:8.
36o•nonnell, p. 745.
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It is difficult to determine exactly when the leaders of the Synod
first took cognizance of life insurance.

To some extent the answer depends

upon one's definition of life insurance.

A distinction should be made be-

tween the life insurance offered by stock and mutual companies (which was
based on mortality tables, regular premiums, and legal contract) and the
insurance offered through various fraternal organizations.

Fraternal

insurance in the nineteenth century was almost exclusively based on the
assessment system.

This has been euphemistically described as the "pledge

to contribute when the hat is passed • .,3 7 To purists the assessment system
is not life insurance.

To members of the Missouri Synod fraternal insur-

ance was often considered to be a form of insurance. 38

The first discovered

comment on any kind concerning insurance by the Synod or its publications
was 1849, in an article in Der Lutheraner dealing with fraternal organizations.

The article which is written in the form of a dialogue indicates

that one of the major attractions of societies such as the Odd-Fellows
(Sonderbaren Brueder) and Red Men (Rothen Maenner) was the financial
assistance the society provided in times of financial crisis.

Although

the major concern of the article was to demonstrate that these societies
were essentially unChristian because of their rituals and morality, the
article did
or death.

acknowledge the needs of those made destitute through illness
The answer 4:o these needs Der Lutberaner contended, was not to

be found in joining unChristian societies.

Rather the church was to care

37;r. Owen Stalson, Marketing Life Insurance: Its History in America
(Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1942), p. 449.
38Fraternal life insurance bas been dated as beginning in America in
1868, but as the following material indicates, there are some serious
problems with accepting this date.

I
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for the poor.

The possibility of life insurance in the more technical

sense was not even discussed in the article. 39
The 1850s are years of silence about insurance in the Synod's literature.

The silence continued through the Civil War, until 1866 when~

Lutheraner carried an article by C. F. W. Walther condemning life insurance.40

There is, however, evidence that Walther and other members of

the Synod had given life insurance some thought several years earlier and
arrived at some conclusions.

In 1859 the Lutheran Norwegian Synod, organized

in 1853, was not yet large enough to maintain its own seminary.

Therefore

in 1859, Prof. Lauritz Larsen, who later became the president 6f Luther
College, Decorah, Iowa, was sent to teach on the faculty of the Missouri
Synod seminary in St. Louis to assist in the education of Norwegian
students.

41

Larsen was in St. Louis from 1859-1861.

In writing the

biography of her father Karen Larsen remarks:
391'Darf ein Christ sich den sogenannten geheimen Gesellschaften
anschliessen?", Der Lutheraner,V (2 October 1849), 19.
40 c. F. W. W[al ther ], ''Lebensversicherung und die Prediger, '! ~
Lutheraner, XXII (15 March 1866), 110-111.
41 The Norwegian Synod merged with several other Norwegian groups in
1917 to form the Norwegian Lutheran Church bf America. In 1960 the latter
joined several German groups to form the American Lutheran Church. Tbe
early history of the Norwegian Synod may be found in Gerhard L. Belgum,
"The Old Norwegian Synod in America, 1853-1890" (Pb. D. dissertation, Yale
University, New Haven, Connecticut, 1957). Belgum shows relationship between the Missouri Synod and the Norwegian Synod was a close one. Other
works are J. C. K. Preus, editor, Norsemen Found a Church: An Old Heritage
in a New Land (Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing House, e~l953). Also of
value is E. Clifford Nelson and Eugene L. Fevold, The Lutheran Church
Among Norwegian-Americans (two volumes; Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing
Rouse, 1960). Carls. Meyer also tells of the specific arrangements in
Pioneers Find Friends (Decorah, Iowa: Luther College Press, 1962), pp.
20-37; 65-87.
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Soon after his arrival at Concordia Seminary a declaration
against insurance issued by his German colleagues was presented
to him for his signature. He replied, in German of course, that
he must be allowed to suspend final judgment as he had not bad
time to consider the matter carefully and bad hitherto found no
reason to condemn insurance as unchristian. He mentioned his
own financial worries to Walther adding that he supposed one
should be able to put his trust in God and in good friends.
"On your friends you must not depend, but in der liebe Gott you
can always put your trust," was Walther's reply, and Larsen
quoted it often. His account books show that in 1868 he was
still keeping up the modest little policies which served to
lighten his financial worry about his debts and we ! the only
provision he had been able to make for his family. 4
That the document Larsen was asked to sign referred only to life insurance is not clear.

As will be seen later, all forms of insurance were

rejected by some pastors within the Synod.
.
43
of 1 8 5 9 has apparent 1y not survLved.

Unfortuna1;ely the document

In January 1865, the faculty of Concordia Seminary, St. Louis, wrote
what may have been the second opinion regarding life insurance.

The

unpublished document was signed by C. F. W. Walther, E. A. Brauer, and
44
A. Craemer.
The occasion for which the opinion was written is uncertain.
42

Karen Larsen, Laur. Larsen: Pioneer ColleKe President (Northfield,
Minnesota: Norwegian-American Historical Association, 1936), p, 108.
43
such faculty opLnLons, known in the German as Gutachten, were
usually solicited by pastors of the faculty and occasionally congregations
and laymen. These were requested when there was uncertainty concerning
the proper Lutheran attitude toward specific problems. Similar matters
were often contemplated by conferences of pastors, but even these conferences often referred matters to the faculty for its opinion. There are
several boxes of such faculty opinion in the archives of the Missouri
Synod, Concordia Historical Institute, in St. Louis.
4411Bedenken der theologischen Facultaet des Condordia-Seminars zu
St. Louis ueber die Frage: Kann sich ein Christ an dens. g. Lebenversicherungen betheiligen?" typed manuscript transciption in 'Concordia
Seminary Gutachten,' Wadewitz Transcription, Set I, Vol. I, 1847-1880,
located in Concordia Historical Institute, St. Louis.
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That it was not written in letter form suggests that it bad not been produced in response to a specific, individual request.
The document states the faculty's position at the beginning of the
opinion:
Our judgment concludes that a Christian can not participate in
this, neither as the insurer nor as tn§ insured, nor as an
officer in such an insurance society.
The document then gave three basic reasons for its conclusion.
insurance was unnatural and bad the appearance of evil.
5:22 was cited.

First, life

First Tbessalonians

That one could receive a large sum of money because of a

shortened "time of grace" was considered repulsive. 46

In further expansion

on this point the document noted that such an arrangement was not genuine
life insurance, since it did not really insure life.

Th~ proper name,

the document explained, should be "death insurance," if anything.

Further-

more, the faculty noted that smooth talking agents required grea~ rhetorical
skills to overcome people's natural antipathy toward life insurance.

47

Secondly, the faculty condemned life insurance because it was not
based on the principle of love but of possessiveness.
the old and infirm was evidence of this.

The exclusion of

Healthy and financially able

persons were viewed as helping each other to the exclusion of those in more
serious need.

Such discrimination did not coincide with Paul's definition

of love in 1 Corinthians 16:14 and 10:14.
45underscoring in original.

The opinion noted, however,

~•• -p. 1.

46 Tbe expression "time of grace" (Gnadenzeit) refers to one's earthly
life which is an individual's opportunity to repent before death and final
judgment, Ibid., pp. 1-2.
47
Ibid., pp. 3-4.
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that not all mutual aid societies were to be viewed as wrong.

Societies

formed on a voluntary basis for the purpose of assisting the poor had
Biblical precedent (Acts 6:1).

Permissible societies did not pay dividends,

it was noted. 48
Thirdly, life insurance ~ocieties were to be condemned (verdammt)
by God's Word, in as much as they were without exception ''based on the
despicable usury."

Interest on the premiums was compounded.

Life in-

surance the faculty stated was a lottery, a game of chance (Hazardspiel),
gruesome because it played with the time of grace and was based on usury. 49
In 1866 the first public recognition and the first public rejection
.

.

o f lLfe Lnsurance occurred.

50

The Lutheran Observer, the official publi-

cation of the General Synod, bad suggested that pastors consider the
possibility of purchasing a life insurance policy to minimize certain
financial worries which at times limited pastoral effectiveness. 51

Al-

though the Observer suggested that the best antidote for such fear was
4 8 ~•• pp. 5-9.
49

Ibid., pp. 9-13.

50

W[alther], ''Lebensversicherung und die Prediger," Der Lutheraner,

XXII, 110-111.

51

.

~ - • quoted from the issue of 16 February 1866 of the Lutheran
Observer.
The General Synod was composed of the more Americanized Lutheran
Synods and was founded in 1820. The best accounts of the developments
among Lutherans during this period are Carl Mauelshagen, American
Lutheranism Surrende:a to Forces of Conservatism (Athens, Georgia:
University of Georgia, 1936); Paul W. Spaude, The Lutheran Church Under
American Influence: A His1K>rico-philosophical Interpretation of the Church
in Its Relation to various !i>difying Forces in the United States (Burlington,
Iowa: The Lutheran Literary Board, 1943); and Vergilius Ferm, Crisis in
American Lutheran Theology (New York: The Century Company, 1927); the current standard historical narrative of American Lutheranism is Abdel Rosa
Wentz, A Basic History of Lutheranism in America (Philadelphia: Fortress
Press, 1964).
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"an unwavering trust in the providence of the Lord," it also suggested that
such trust was not incompatible with the utilization of the means God might
employ for his provision.

Walther's reaction was caustically negative.

Walther questioned the "living, practical Christianity of people who can
suggest that a person can make a profit (Geldgewinn) through the shortening
of a man's time of grace (Gnadenzeit). n 52 Al though the specific meaning
of profit is not altogether clear, there was implied in that statement
the argument that soon developed very specifically against life insurance,
that is that life insurance was a form of gambling.

But this was not a

major part of Walther's analysis.
The main basis for Walther's objection was that life insurance
involved usury.

Walther and members of the Synod's clergy held that

"usury" was not merely the exacting of interest above the legally acceptable
rates, but the taking or charging of any interest.

Walther cited the

annual report of the New York Life Insurance Society for 1863.

It explained

that even policyholders who lived beyond their life expectancy would not
be required to pay the face amount of the policy in premiums because the
.
d t h e excess premiums
.
.
53
company investe
at compound interest.

In June 1867 the first major treatment of life insurance appeared in
the Missouri Synod's literature.

Der Lutheraner carried an anonymously

52w[ al ther] , ''Lebens vers icherung und die Prediger," Der Lu theraner,
XXII, 110.
The word Gewinn may simply connote something gained by work, such as
earnings, or it may refer to something obtained through special circumstances, such as a •prize" or ''winning." I.Carl 'Breul and others, Heath's
New German and English Dictionary (Chicago: D. c. Heath and Company, c.
1936), p. 239. Which meaning Walther had intended is unclear. Perhaps
it was not entirely clear in Walther's mind either.

5 3walther cited from the report
could pay $20 annually from birth to
net $1550; to age forty, it would be
age sixty only $1200 would have been

that with compound interest a person
age thirty, a payment of $600, would
$3095; and to age sixty, $10,660. At
paid.
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authored article entitled: ''Conversation over the Question: Can a Christian
Participate in the So-Called Life Insurances?1154 This particular article
deserves special examination not only because it was the first major
treatment of life insurance in the Synod's literature, but also because
the article was reprinted several times in pamphlet form and circulated
within the Synod for at least three decades. 55

The pamphlet very closely

reproduced the arguments which had been advanced in the faculty opinion
in 1865.

The article is much expanded, however.

The article is in the

form of a conversation, a literary genre that was rather coamon in the
Missouri Synod in the nineteenth century. 56

The article is written in the

language of the moderately literate German immigrant.

The humorous touches

are not lost even on the twentieth-century reader and were probably not
54,'Gespraech ueber die Frage: Kann sich ein Christ an den sogenannten
Lebensversicherungen betheiligen?" Der Lutheraner, XXIII (1 June 1867),
145-148.
55pamphlets dated 1883 and 1888 are located in Concordia Historical
Institute, St. Louis, Missouri. Both were published by Concordia
Publishing House, St. Louis, under the same title. Neither edition
acknowledged an author. The pamphlet was advertised in Der Lutheraner,
LI (7 May 1895), 84, and in Evangelisches lutherische Schulblatt, XVIII
(July 1883), 123.
S6 Tbe following examples of this literary form that are related to
the topic of life insurance may be cited: "Darf sicb ein Christ einem
weltlicben Arbeiterunterstuetzungsvereine anschliessen?" Der Lutberaner,
XXXII (1 September 1876), 132-133; 'Was ist von der Gruendung eines
Krankenunterstuetzungsverein in einer Cbristlicben Gemeinde zu balten?"
Der Lutberaner, XXXI (1 August 1875), 116-118. 3. H. Brockmann,
''Christian und Ernst Eine Besprecbung ueber die Lebre der Odd-Fellows
oder Sonderbaren Brueder auf Grundlage beiliger Scbrift • • • "(St.Louis:
by the author, 1872).
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without cogent effect on the reader in the nineteenth century. 57

The

conversational style does not permit accurate summary of the logic and the
progression of ideas, but the main arguments stand out clearly.
One argument advanced by the promoters of life insurance was that it
was a moral necessity.

Famous persons such as Benjamin Franklin, Protestant

preacher Henry Ward Beecher, and others were quoted te this effect in the
promotional literature of life insurance.

The article countered that the

Word of God alone determines what is moral or sinfui. 58

In fact, it is

stated that "the Word of God which does not deceive (untrueglichen) is
opposed to life insurance," and that "whoever joins such a life insurance
society performs no virtue, no good work, but he does something displeasing
to God; he comm.its a sin (er thut Suende). 1159
Three basic reasons are then given why it is sinful for a Christian
to purchase a life insurance policy.

First, life insurance is something

57The following are prominent examples of the humor in the article.
Conrad, an immigrant, has found American ways exciting and intriguing,
especially the possibility of reducing work and increasing income. Thus
when Conrad tells the more conservative Wilhelm about the purchase of a
life insurance policy, Wilhelm reminds him of the time be purchased an
invention for making powdered eggs. Not only did the invention not work,
but be wasted good eggs and bad to endure bis wife's nagging besides.
Eventually Conrad is convinced that life insurance is just another
American scheme, and s~id, ''One wonders that the smart Yankees (klugen
Yankees) haven't begun a scandal insurance society (Laesterversicherungsgesellscbaft), so that if a son or daughter strays from the straight and
narrow or becomes a prostitute, the saddened parents can be paid a sum of
money to alleviate their sorrow, and use the money to support their fallen
children who can no longer find employment. ''Gespraech , " Der Lu theraner,
XXIII, 145, 147.
5Bllu4., XXIII, 146. Supra, "pp. 58-60, which indicate additional
sources that verify the moral argument as an extremely important one in
the propaganda of life insurance salesmen and literature.
59 ,'Gespraech, 11 Der Lutheraner, XXIII, 146.
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unnatural, repulsive to Christian feeling and sentiment (Gefueble).

60

It

was considered unnatural because a premature death became an economic gain.
Significantly, death was viewed in exclusively religious terms; a person's
life was his time of grace (Gnadenzeit), namely, one's time to repent and
believe the Gospel, in order that he i!li.ght be fully prepared to die and
to stand in the judgment of God.

This is made more clear in the following

citation in which the writer concluded that the
insurance of death, which is the wages of sin, should be transformed into a source of money, [is] altogether so unnatural that
it rebels not only against Christian sentiment but also against
the natural sentiment of honorable men of the world.
This was followed by quotations of persons who objected to life insurance.
Some illogicality appears in this argument.

For when non-Christians agree

with the views of the author, their sentiments were of importance, but
when "worldly authorities" favored life insurance, only the Word of God
determined what was sinful.
That life insurance, as alleged in the article, evoked feelings of
unpleasantness and revulsion is keeping with general public opinion of
the day.

Owen Stalson writes that most people disliked insurance agents

because
1) the agent reminds them of their own death, 2) or because be
calls them selfish if they are unwilling to forego some present
pleasure for the sake of future well-being for their dependents,
3) be reminds them of duties, 4) because he reminds them of the
601bid.

Phil. 4:8 and 1 Thees. 5:22 were cited to demonstrate that
one sboiii'cl"think about those things which please them and avoid those
things which have an "appearance of evil."
61~-

61
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hard, economic facts of life. The world is not as cozy as
many people would like to believe. 62
This was particularly true in the 1860s.
period:

Another historian writes of that

''Many actually believed that taking out life insurance was unlucky,

and the less one bad to do with it the better. 1163
Much of the promotional literature of the period was maudlin and
maukish.

One historian describes the sales literature as follows:

Some were simple primers on the subject of life insurance.
Others were tear-jerkers of the first water, written in the
stilted prose of the period, stories in which almost everybody
died and the widows and children were left practically to
starve • • • • It is difficult, even in the realistic atmosphere
of our own day, to read this literature without experiencing
its peculiar effects. Other pamphlets were aimed at overcoming
the prejudices of wives against life insurance • • • • 64
Another historian writes that many agents played up the "notorious uncertainty of human life and their main stock in trade • • • was to scare the
likely prospect out of bis wits • 1165

The same writer states that most

literature of the period bad the same goal.

Watchman, What of the Night?,

wbicb appeared in 1869, was typical and is reported to have "brought
good results" for the Widows and Orphans Benefit Company of New York. 66
62stalson, p. 26.
63O'Donnell, p. 470.
64B. Carlyle Buley, The Equitable Life Assurance Society of the United
States (New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts, 1959), p. 21. Italics have been
added.
65o•Donnell, p. 685.
66~

•• p. 733.
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The second argument against life insurance was that it was wrong
for a Christian to participate in a society that is not based on love.
A Christian cannot participate in a life insurance society,
since such a one is not founded on the principle of love, but
only on self-interest, while God's Word says: ''Let all your
doings be done in love," I Cor. 16:14.6 7
To show that love was not a motivating force in life insurance, two points
were noted: first, sick and aged persons may not join. 68
poor, who cannot pay regular premiums, are also excluded.

Secondly, the
It was further

argued life insurance was not necessarily a display of love for one's
family since the proceeds may be assigned to a creditor.

Not only was

life insurance to be rejected as a sign of love, it was really a sign
of the loss of love within the Christian fellowship in that people bad to
resort to such a legalistic method to provide the necessities of life.
Therefore life insurance was termed the "principle of the sinner."
Luke 6 :32-35 was cited ("sinners lend to sinners also, in order that they
might receive the same in return"). 69
It was carefully pointed out in the article that other forms of aid
such as the Synod's voluntarily supported fund for incapacitated pastors
and teachers, and the widows and orphans of deceased pastors and teachers,
were not sinful.

Such societies were manifestations of love because they
•

cared only for those in need.

70

67 ''Gespraech," Der Lutheraner, XXIII, 147.
68Although the anonymous author of this article was probably unaware
of it, it is a curiosity in the history of life insurance that there actually
was a company instituted specifically to insure inferior risks. The company, founded in 1847, however, did not remain in business very long, since
too few people were willing to pay the understandably high cost of such
insurance. O'Donnell, p. 462. The author does not give the name of the
company.
69 ,'Gespraecb," Der Lutheraner, XXIII, 147.
70~.
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The third point, it was admitted, might not be generally acceptable,
but life insurance was objectionable because without exception it was based
on "the most disgraceful usury. fl

Premiums were invested at interest, in

fact even at compound interest.

Several Scriptural citations were given

to show that usury was a mortal sin (Todsuende). 71

This argument will be

described in length in the next chapter.
It is in conclusion and in the context of these three points that life
insurance is called
nothing other than a lottery, a game of chance so gruesome, inasmuch as it is, so to say, played with the time of grace and where
it is the means for a usury of gigantic proportions for everyone,
and indeed wins much, forty to fifty percent dividends in a year. 72
But the identification of life insurance as gambling is not a major point.
It is a lottery primarily because of the uncertainty of individual mortality
and the potential for ,gain through "usury. fl
Finally it is stated that anyone who would attempt to achieve financial
security through life insurance, would be displaying an obvious lack of
faith in God to provide the material needs through legitimate channels. 73
This argument was developed in

the context of the usury question and

later applied to life insurance.
It may be reiterated that the three chief arguments against life
insurance in 1867 were that it was 1) objectionable on the basis of Christian

,~1~.
72Ibid., XXIII, 148. Italics added.
73~.
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sentiment; 2) not a product of love that responds to needs; 3) based on
what Walther and others defined as usury.
With the publications of the Synod taking a strong stand against life
insurance , with the opposition of C. F. W. Walther who was president of the
Synod, and Concordia Seminary influencing a generation of pastors in the
Synod, attitudes toward life insurance within the Synod tended to become
fixed.

CHAPTBR. V

LIFE INSURANCE AND THE USURY QUESTION
Introduction
The relationship between the development of the Missouri Synod's
attitude toward life insurance and the controversy within the Synod over
usury is very close.

Among the three main arguments first raised against

life insurance in 1867, usury was probably the strongest.
criticism in 1866, usury definitely was the chief concern.

In Walther's
Although the

usury question did not reach its climax until 1869, it was nevertheless a
significant issue within the Synod several years prior to the first public
stand which was taken regarding life insurance.

Moreover, an investigation

of the usury issue has revealed that many of the arguments that were offered
against usury were applied to life insurance.

In the 1860s the question

of usury far overshadowed life insurance as a debated issue within the
Synod.

In fact, it is possible to speculate that the near split within

the Synod precipitated by the usury question, caused the leaders of the
Synod to exercise restraint in dealing with the life insurance issue.
When in the 1860s the leaders of the Synod defined usury as any taking
or giving of interest in any amount and declared that such taking of interest
was on Biblical grounds sinful, they were attempting to resurrect a position
which the church had held for centuries before the Reformation, but which
bad dropped almost completely within a century afterward.
In the Old Testament usury was defined as the taking of any kind of
interest in return for the use of a borrowed item. 1

This position was

1Lev. 25:26; Deut. 23:20; Ezek. 18:10-17; 22:6-12; Neb. 5:6-7; Pa. 15:1,S;
and Prov. 28:8, reflect the Old Testament position.

J.07

typical of other nations in the ancient world, especially Greece.

One

writer accounts for the ancient position as follows:
throughout the lower stages of economic development there
regularly appears a lively aversion to the taking of interest.
Credit still plays but a small part in production. Almost
all loans are for consumption, and are, as a rule, loans to
people in distress. The creditor is usually rich, the debtor
poor, and the former appears in the hateful light of a man
who squeezes from the little that the poor has, something, in
the shar of interest, that be can add to his own superfluous
riches.
Almost all of the ancient philosophers condemned the taking of interest.
The thought of Aristotle bad been particularly influential until the sixteenth century.

Aristotle held that money in itself was barren and naturally

unproductive, and it was therefore unnatural and wrong to make the mere
ownership of money the basis of interest. 3

By the time of the Roman Empire

interest was almost universally practiced, even though laws remained condemning it.

Eventually laws established legal rates of interest.

The

change was due to the more complex economy: ''merchants and practical men
were certainly unanimously in favor of interest. 114
With the decline of the Empire and the subsequent economic deterioration, objection to interest revived for the same reasons it had originally
been opposed--the poor were being exploited.

The cburcb began to lend its

support, first by prohibiting clergy from taking interest and then the laity.
2E\lgene von Boebm-Bawerk, Capital and Interest, translated from the
German by George D. Huneke and Hans F. Sennholz (South Holland, Illinois:

Libertarian Press, 1959), I, 10.
3P1ato, Aristotle, Cato, Cicero, Seneca, Plautus , to cite several
prominent ones. ~ 4rbid., I, 11.
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Biblical passages, particularly Luke 6 :35 ("lend, hoping for nothing
5
again"), were cited in defense of the position.
In the twelfth century the literature of the church against usury
changed.

Whereas previous writers appealed to Scriptural passages and

the principle of love of neighbor as the bases for rejecting usury, the
matter was now explored from the point of view of human law and natural
law. Canon and civil lawyers joined theologians in studying the teaching.

6

The reason for the surge of interest was pressure against this teaching
which was stifling trade.

Finally, the only defensible argument seemed

to be the authority of Scripture itself, especially Luke 6:35.

7

Pope

Clement Vat the Council of Vienna in 1311, threatened to excommunicate
anyone charging or even permitting the taking of interest.

The Council

carefully exposed the various disguises under which interest might lurk,
and condemned them.

Although the church uniformly condemned interest, it

was still given and taken.

8

Devices contrived to circumvent the law included public pawn brokers,
approval given to the interest practices of Jews, buying of annuities,
taking (and using) of land in mortgage for loaned money, silent partnerships, and interesse (a payment that reimbursed the lender if the bor-

-

rower did not return the loan by the stipulated time so that the lender
9
was financially inconvenienced).
5'ibid., I, 11-12.
6ill2_., I, 12.
7!!!!!!• t I, 13.

Bill2.• I,
I

16.

9
Ibid., l, 17.
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By the sixteenth century concessions were made.

Some reformers such

as Zwingli, Luther, and Melanchthon remained convinced that usury was
wrong and proceeded from the evil breast of man, but they were convinced it
could not be eradicated and thought it was therefore best to tolerate
.
.
.
10
usury b u t to restr1.ct 1.ts use.
The defense of usury ~egan in the sixteenth century.

Calvin defended

interest in theory by arguing first that tbe situations of the Bible and
sixteenth century were different ·and therefore the biblical passages were
no longer applicable.

Furthermore, he rejected the theory of barrenness.

Money is no less barren than a house or field.

The borrower does not lose,

but repays his interest on the loan out of bis profit from the use of the
money.

Calvin believed and insisted, however, the poor should not be

charged interest. 11
In the seventeenth century, laws were passed in Germany which permitted interest with certain restrictions, and by the eighteenth century
it was almost uniYersally accepted in Germany and other north_ European
countries, although usury was not publicJ!.y acceptable in Italy until the
middle of the eighteenth century.

12

In almost all countries laws were

established regulating the rate of interest.
lOibid., I, 18. The position of Luther needs to be qualified, and
is explained more fully below.
11

~ . , I, 19.

12
~ . , I, 12-38.
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The Origins of the Usury Question in the Missouri Synod
When the Missouri Synod in the 1860s took a stand against the charging
of interest, it was attempting to reestablish a teaching in the church that
had been virtually discarded for over a century.
this doctrine has not been discovered.

The reason for resurrecting

There is nothing in the earliest

experiences under Stephan to indicate that the leaders were opposed to
"usury. 1113

In the ''Code for the Credit Fund of the Lutheran "Eesellschaft'

Emigrating with Herr Pastor Stephan to the United State of North America,"
a document drawn up in 1838 and agreed to by all participants, it was
stipulated that settlers who were unable to pay for their lands immediately
could purchase them on a kind of rent-purchase option.

Debtors were to

rent their land until the equivalent in principal and interest bad been
completely paid.

14

The Code did state that compound interest could not

be charged, and in the event the borrower was unable to work, "computation
and collection of interest shall be made according to Christian equity
with all possible considerateness."

Moreover, interest was not to be

charged until one month after arrival in St. Louis. 15

Those who had in-

vested surplus funds were to receive interest, which would be paid
13usury was defined by the early leaders as referring to any giving
or taking of interest on a loan. It specifically did not mean interest
in excess of the legally permitted rate.
14The Code may be found in Walter O. Forster, Zion on the Mi.ssiss ippi :'
The Settlement of the Saxon Lutherans in Missouri, 1839- 1841 (St. Louis:
Concordia Publishing Bouse, 1953), pp. 568-571. This particular stipulation is found in paragraph 3. See also PP• 123-124, for the development
of the Code in Saxony.
15Ibid., paragraph ,4.
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according to the rates prevailing in the state in which the settlement
16
was made.
The first public opposition to usury appeared in Der Lutheraner in
1847. With minimal editorial colllllent,

c.

F.

w.

Walther, editor of Der

Lutheraner, printed "Excerpts from Luther's Writings on Usury."17

These

excerpts contained the ideas which over a decade later would be urged upon
the Synod.

The reasons for the article are difficult to determine.

Perhaps

the best explanation is that Walther, who bad become a devoted Luther student,
was convinced that Luther's analysis of usury was one that still bad prac.
18
tical application in the nLneteenth century.
In 1848 a brief reference
16

~ - • paragraph 5.
17
"Excerpts aus Luther's Schriften ueber den Wucher ," Der Lutheraner 1
III (1 June 1847) 1 77-79. The excerpts were from Luther's "Grosser Sermon
vom Wucher" in 1519; "Vermahnung an die Pfarrherren wider den Wucber zu
Predigen," from 1540; "Bedenken vom Zinskauf an Dr. Gregor Bruecken,
Churfuerstlichen Canzler," 1523, and ''Bedenken von Kaufsbandlung," 1524.
18
Other causes are hard to locate. Marx and Bngeh did not publish
their ''Communist Manifesto" until later in the year. The revolutions in
France and Germany were still a year away. The year 1847 is best noted
in Missouri history as the year of its founding, in April. It may have
been that in his duties as president of the Synod (1847-1850; 1864-1878)
or in bis pastoral concerns he observed financial problems associated
with interest. The best explanation still lies in Walther's devotion
and conmitment to Luther. The excerpts were from Luther. See also
Die Wucberfrage. Protokoll der Verbandlungen der deutscben evang.-Lutb.
Gemeinde U.A.C 1 zu St. Louis, Mo., ueber diese Prage nebst einigen
aus den Schriften von Theologen vor und nacb der Reformations und anderen
dieselbe betreffenden Documenten (St. Louis: M. c. Barthel, 1869),
pp. 21, 39, where Walther says "so great is the darkness, that many, if one
says to them, 'taking interest is usury' will certainly not think you to
be in your right senses. surely if one studies Luther's writings zealously
on the subject of usury, then for many a light will go on very soon • • • •
Do we not have to thank Luther, next to God alone, whose writings God has
gi wn into our bands • " Cf. ·also, pp. 3 7-38 •
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to usury appeared in Der Lutheraner, 19 but nothing more appeared until
1853, when a pastor in Millstadt, Illinois, requested donations or loans
to alleviate the indebtedness of his congregation.

The congregation was

having trouble meeting its payments on its church building, particularly
because of the ten per cent interest. 20

Not all pastors at this time

apparently felt strongly about the matter. 21

The next major reference to

usury did not come until 1860, when the Synod's pastoral conference heard
Professor Rudolf Lange present fifteen theses on usury.22

Thesis I read:

Christ, the Lord and Head of His Church, not only forbids the
children of God to lend at interest (Wucher), but the Roly Ghost
also explains in the Holy Scriptures that lending at interest is
that kind of deed which leads the life of one's neighbor to
19The reference was to a medieval anecdote about a usurer.
Kornwucher," Der Lutheraner, V (12 December 1848), 64.

''Der

20ner Lutheraner, XI (1 February 1853), 80. Although Pastor William
Holla indicated the congregation would be willing to pay a small interest
rate, Walther in a footnote said it would be unexplainable if a Christian
demanded or accepted interest. The payment of 10 per cent was in accord
with the rates of the times. The Connecticut !tltual in 1861 began investing
in mid-west farm mortgages at a return of ten per cent; Terrence O'Donnell,
History of Life Insurance in Its Formative Years, Compiled from Approved
Sources (Chicago: American Conservation Gompany, 1936), p. 457.
21Pastor George F. J. Koenig (1825-1891), trained at Goettingen and
Halle, came to America under the auspices of the Stade Mission Society
in 1852. In New York he made contact with Theodore Brohm of the Missouri
Synod. In the same year Koenig became pastor in Lafayette, Indiana, and
was accepted into the Synod as an advisory member in 1853. Missouri Synod,
Proceedings, i853, p. 231 of the second edition. In 1854, Koenig's young
wife died. Koenig decided to sell her linen and invest the proceeds at
interest. The incident is recorded in Koenig's letters translated by Mrs.
Oscar Brauer and edited by August R. Suelflow under the title, "As Thou
Leadest Me," Concordia Historical Institute Quarterly, XXIX (Spring 1956).
1-29, especially p. 26.
22 There were approximately 120 pastors attending. Missouri Synod,
Proceedings, 1860, pp. 89-92. Rudolf Lange, ''Fuenfzehn Thesen ueber den
Wucher," Lehre und Webre, VI (November 1860), 321-335. Lange was professor
of English and philosophy at St. Louis from 1858 to 1861. Lehre und Webre
was the Synod's theological journal begun in 1855 by C. F. W. Walther.
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destruction, and is an abominable misdeed before God, which
not only excommunicates (ausschliesst) from the congregation
of God, and bas the consequence of eternal damnation, but
also incurs temporal punishment in this life. 23
These strong words were supported by various Scriptural passages. 24
The second thesis defined usury as any increase in value received for
the use of money.

Beginning with Thesis III and continuing through the

next twelve, usury was considered on the basis of the M:>ral Law (Moralgesetz).
which referred to the decalogue.

The M:>ral Law was defined on the one

hand in contrast to commands located elsewhere in the Bible and on the
other hand to conmands based on natural law.

In discussion of the Moral

Law it was noted first that usury is opposed to the principle of loving
one's neighbor as himself.

Lending at interest was not helping a person

to improve and protect his property. 25

Under the same thesis various

authorities ranging from non-Christian philosophers to various church
fathers were cited.

The last theses were devoted to describing the various

forms in which usury was practiced.

The last thesis stated that it was

sinful to borrow money if one was not in genuine need.
In April 1864, the St. Louis Pastoral Conference took up the question
26
of usury, devoting six sessions (three days) to the problem.
To a large
23
Loe. cit.
24i.uke 6:35i Col. 3:17i Lev. 25:36i Deut. 23:20; Bzek. 18:10-17i
22:6-12; Neb. 5:6-7i Pa. 15:1,Si Prov. 28:8. Of these passages those from
Luke and Bzekial were the most significant. Lange, vt, 321-323.
25 Ibid., VI, 325. The reference to helping to improve and protect a
neighbor's property is a clear reference to Luther's explanation of the
seventh commandment.
26 •'Protokoll-Buch der St. Louis Conferenz, vom October 1853 bis zum
April 1864," bound ledger volume. Concordia Historical 'Institute, St. Louis,
Missouri. The minutes for 23 April indicates thirty-four pastors and three
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extent this may be considered the outgrowth of a series of meetings which
Walther had in January and February 1864 with his St. Louis congregation. 27
In seven evenings the congregation discussed usury with Luther's writings
as the basis. 28 Sections from Luther were read and then discussed. 29

When

it was questioned whether lending at interest was not really a genuine act
of love toward one's neighbor, the response was that love is certainly the
fulfilling of the law, however not every act that seems a loving service is
a really God-pleasing service.

Prostitution was cited as an example.

The

loving deed is to lend without interest. 30 That a form of interest could
be charged under certain circumstances was pointed out, again on the basis
of Luther's writings.

Should the lender experience a financial loss because

professors were present. The minutes are lengtby--over 20,000 words. At
the request of the confe'Jlllce Lehre und Webre published ''Martin Cbemnitz
ueber den Wucher," Lehre und Webre, X (June-July-August-September 1864),
171-181; 196-199; 225-237; 257-263.
27The congregation was really several congregations composed of Trinity,
of which Walther was pastor since 1841, and several daughter congregations.
Technically they were all one congregation, called the Gesamtgemeinde,
which was finally dissolved in 1889. Cf., Walther O. Umbach, "The Heritage
of •~ther' Trinity," Concordia Historical Institute Quarterly, XXXVII.I.
(July 1965), 73-83, esp. p. 77.

28'lbe meetings were held 25 January, 27 January, 29 January, 1 February,
4 February, 10 February, and 12 February. The minutes were recorded, and
when usury became a burning issue in 1869, they were published. Supra,
p. 111., ; , • "' .
29Tbe writings of Luther included "Vermahnung an die Pfarrharren, wider
den Wucher zu predigen," from 1540, and ''Bedenken von Kaufshandlung," 1524.
This may be found in Luther's Works, edited by Walter I. Brandt (Philadelphia:
Muhlenberg Fortress Press, 1962), XLV, 233-310. These two writings of
Luther's were read and discussed in Wucherfrage, pp. 3-61; 61-71. Luther's
"Grosser Sermon vom Wucher" of 1519 does not seem to have been read or
discussed.

3°w.icherfrage, pp. 7-8. It was pointed out that although many people
are thankful to be able to borrow under any circumstances, mutual satisfaction between borrower and lender is not an adequate criterion. After all,
there is honor among thieves. Cf. p. 15.
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an interest free loan was not repaid by the stipulated time, the lender
bad a right to reimbursement (Scbadewacbt), which in the middle ages was

called Interesse.

31

On the other band, the lender's concerns for the

safety of his loan did not justify bis reimbursement, anymore than a thief's
worry over being caugbt.32

That the world could not exist without usury·

was not sufficient grounds for Christians to practice it.

Even though

Christians bad to support usury indirectly, because all businesses pass
their interest costs on to the consumer, Christians were not to employ
the same means.

Jesus' words were then quoted:

come, but woe to him by; whom it comes. 1133

''Destruction must indeed

That the government paid interest

did not prove that interest (usury) was natural, that is, based on ''natural
law" ,only that the world was corrupt.

For if the government attempted to

take money without interest, the people would revolt.

Therefore the state

has powers which it may exercise for the protection of the people which
individual Christians may not. 34 Someone asked if it was wrong for a
congregation to borrow money at interea~. 'l'be answer distinguished between
311bid., pp. 9-10. A related problem, discussed later, pp. 22-23, is
that of""iotwucher, which Walther pointed out could not be considered a true
usury at all. Notwucher is the act by which a rich borrower shows bis love
for his poor lender by giving him a gift. As long as the gift is free will
it is not sinful. Similarly it was not wrong for a person to give the lender
a gift of love, but if such a gift were stipulated in the loan it was usury.
Pages 22-24. Cf. pp. 25-29, for a further justification of this practice.
3 2 ~•• p.

~-.

33 b"

H>.

p. 11.

34Ibid., pp. 12-13.
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borrowing out of necessity and borrowing without need.

Necessity may

justify the payment of interest, while to borrow without need was wrong
from the beginning.

The criteria for determining necessity were not dis-

cussed, except by a generaly illustration:

''If a congregation must have a

church or school • • • they do not sin if they borrow ,money at interest. 1135
In the second meeting, held 27 January 1864, it was stressed that even
non-Christians concluded that interest taking was irrational.
analysis that money was naturally barren was noted.

Aristotle's

Walther stated that if

a profit arose from borrowed money, it was not the money which produced
it; he did not, however, state explicitly that it was the labor.

36

When Walther pointed out that all the Lutheran theologians of tbe
sixteenth century, and the church fathers and councils prior, had been
opposed to usury, 37 a layman pointed out that Johann Walch, 38 a noted
35Ibid., p. 14. The same argument appears in the justification of
Notwcher":-pp. 25-29, where Walther stated that the preservation of life
is a higher commandment than the preservation of property.
36~
b"d
.
.
- , p. 19. In an appendix quotatLons
from varLous
heathen
authorities were listed. These included Lycurgus, Plato, Aristotle, Cato,
Tacitus, and Cicero, pp. 72-73. Jewish authorities included the Talmud,
pp. 73-74; the Koran, pp. 74-75.
37
The appendix cited the Council of Eliberis, 310; Nicea, 325;
the Synod of Carthage, 348; the Council of Laodicea, 360; the Synod of
Tours, 460; and the Council of Constantinople, 680; Ibid., pp. 75-76.
Witnesses from the Greek and Latin church fathers included Athenagoras,
Tertullian, Clement of Alexandria, Lactantius, Basil of Caesarea, Gregory
of Nyssa, Ambrose, Chrysostom oft Constantinople, Jerome, Augustine, Tbeodoret,
Leo the Great, and Theophylact, pp. 76-91. Among the scholastic theologians
quoted were Bernard of Clairvaux, Alexander of Hales , and Thomas Aquinas ,
pp. 91-92. Canon law was cited pp. 92-93, as well as ancient laws against
usury, pp. 93-94. Reformation writers against usury included Melanchthon,
Lazarus Spengler, Urbanus Rhegius, Johannes Brenz, Hieronymoua Weller,
Felix Bidembach, Uohann Winckelmann, pp. 94-113.
38Johann Georg Walch (1693-1775) was professor of philosophy and theology
at Jena. Walch was a Luther scholar and published an edition of Luther's
works, translating the Latin ones into German.
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Lutheran theologian of the eighteenth century, bad approved of regulated
interest.

Walther's answer was that Walch lived at a later time and "Already

in the seventeenth century the bright sun ~f the Biblical teaching of usury
had almost sunk in th~ Lutheran Church. 1139 For a long time the Ge man
emperor and the papacy bad permitted usury; it was noted and the flood
gates finally opened in the eighteenth century.

A little over a week

later the main subject of discussion was whether a Christian could belong
to a bank corporation.

In ane1&rlier assembly some of the members indicated

they were not entirely clear on the reasons why all banks were usurous
institutions.

Therefore a special meeting of interested persons was held

with the professors and pastors.

Professor Walther reported that the con-

cerns bad been discussed and the matter viewed from all sides, with
the result that we dare not condemn (verdamnen) every kind of
banking. The relationships, which have been laid before us,
are so complicated, that a theologian can hardly draw up a
judgment to surpass every doubt. We cannot generalize with
certainty that those banks whose characteristics have been
described to us are institutions of usury. If we dare declare
a correct judgment over banks, then it is necessary. not only to
have knowledge of the divine word, but also clear knowledge of the
essence of banking itself. We lack the latter. Therefore we
refrain from a final judgment, for we fear that we may apply
God's Word falsely. 4 0
Walther continued that two conclusions became apparent in the course of the
proceedings: (1) banks were indispensable for the larger merchant busi.nesses,
and (2) that the banks with which the congregations transacted busi.ness were
not founded on usurous principles.
39
Wucherfrage, p. 37.
4Q!lli.•

I

p • 60 •

Walther was convinced that the banks

118

only seemed to charge interest, while the fees that are termed "interest"
are really only reimbursement for the work of the bank officials.

It was

then stated:
Everything that a Christian does, be should do in faith, that
is, in the firm conviction that what he does is correct and wellpleasing to God; for what does not proceed f~om faith is sin. It
may seem hard to demonstrate that the essence of banking is really
usurous, but it may be still more difficult to prove that the essence of banking is free of this sin. The dear brethern, who belong
to a banking company, may therefore not be pe-r mitted to think: it
cannot be made clear to us that the command against usury finds its
application in the essence of banking, therefore we do not need to
sever our connections with the banks. It resolves itself much more
on whether they are convinced in their consciences that they can
conduct banking without transgressing a command of God. If they do
not have this conviction, since various doubts have arisen within
them during these deliberations, which they cannot quell, whether
the banking businesses are indeed permitted ry God, they should
then leave them and save their consciences. 4
The assembly then discussed Luther's 1524 statements on trade. 42
discussion centered on Luther's statements about a just price.

The

The merchant

was not to sell simply at whatever price the market would bear. 43

The

analysis of Luther's economic and social ethic by Ernst Troeltsch applies
41 ~

•• pp. 60-61.

42 ~

•• pp. 61-71.

43

The concept of a just price (justum pretium) was established under
Christian influence in the fourth eentury and pervaded the entire middle
ages. ''The theory was that goods should sell at prices which would approximately cover their cost of production. Since the labor expended represented
the most important element in the cost of production, the just price was
derivative of the doctrine of fair wages. Fair wages rested largely upon
the concept of a wage class, which, if done, answered the demands of justice
and fairness." Bell, p. 66. For a somewhat unsympathetic though perhaps
accurate analysis of Luther !s position, cf. Ernst Troeltsch, The Social
Teaching of the Christian Churches, translated from the 1911 German edition
by Olive Wyon (Harper Torchbook edition; New York: Harper and Brothers,
1960), pp. 554-560.

::r:
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well to Walther's apparent understanding of Luther and o~ usury:

Luther waged war not only on the forms of early capitalism and
its social results which he could see quite plainly, and possibly
even against special degenerations of the new economic organizations, but ultimately he was the champion of the Christian
ethic of frugality and love, of faith in and surrender to
Providence, against the never entirely restrained egotism and
worldly self-confidence which are implied in all desire to pos!ess prflierty at all. He was fighting against the new principle
itself.
This also seems to be the logical presupposition of Walther's conclusion.
The issue is not easily delineated, and the final result must have been
somewhat dismaying for the St. Louis businessmen.

The minutes record

It was finally explained that the bank question is a question of
casuistry, which cannot be answered as surely and basically by a
theologian as by a Christian businessman; it pertains not so
much to the doctrine as to the application of the doctrine. Certainly a theologian must hold fast to the Biblical doctrine of
usury and he must not depart by as much as a hair's breadth; he
must, however, also be careful to want to make distinctions ~n
the application of the same, where the matter is uncertain. 4
Luther's refusal to state whether the Fuggers in Augsburg were sinful is
quoted in apparent support of this indecisive position:
to those who understand the world.

''I co11111end that

As a theologian, I have no more to

impose, than the evil, abominable appearance, of which Paul says, 'Avoid
every evil appearance."'

The bank question was left with the St. Louis

laymen to decide the matter for themselves.

With that the discussion of

usury ended.46
44
Troeltsch, p. 558. That this description is applicable to Walther
is indirectly suggested by Troeltsch, when he says that these attitudes are
essentially those of Lutheran conservatives right up to the early nineteenth
century, p. 560. Cf. Wucherfrage, p. 54, for corroborating statements by
Walther.
45
Wucberfrage, pp. 70-71.
46ill!!_. , p. 71.

The words of Paul are a reference to 1 Thees. s :22.
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These proceedings were not published until 1869. After the publication of Lange's the~es in 1860 1 the next public attack on usury was made
in the summer of 1864 1 with a series in Lehre und Webre entitled '"Martin
ChemnL. tz ueber den Wucher."47
In 1865 a major article on usury appeared in Der Lutberaner by an unknown author.

48

The author confessed that until recently he had assumed

that it was permissible to charge interest under certain conditions, although
he had not been altogether clear on the matter, since Lutheran theologians
for several centuries had approved usui:y, whiile Luther disapproved.
recently the author found the solution.
love of one's neighbor.

Just

The key to understanding was the

The substance of the argument was that if the

principal and interest were guaranteed to the lender, 49 while the borrower
may experience adversity which prohibits him from paying interest and may

even cause the loss of part of the principal I the arrangment was ineqitable
and therefore unloving.

Both should share in profits and losses.

The writer

failed to state why an investor had a right to any gain, simply because be
47chemnitz (1522-1586) studied under Luther at Wittenberg University

the year before Luther's death. Chemnitz became one of the foremost theologians in the Lutheran movement and was responsible for healing some of the
breaches which developed within theLLutheran church after Luther's death.
Chemnitz is a~so known for bis monumental BJCamen of the Council of Trent.
It has been said that if it bad not been for Martin Chemnitz, the work of
Martin Luther would not have endured. ''Martin;,,Chemnitz, 11 Lutheran Cyclopedia,
edited by Erwin L. Lueker (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing Bouse, 1954),
p. 192.
48

B., ""Das Auslefil\e9:1 des Geldes auf Interessen im Lichte des Gebotes
der Raechstenliebe," Der Lutheraner, XXII (15 September 1865), 9-11. The
author may have been Theodor Brohm who presented theses to the 1869 Synodical
convention on usury under the theme of love. Or the author may have been
Pastor Johann Buenger who in 1866 presented Walther's theses on usury to
the Rock Island, Illinois, Pastoral Conference.
49This is an assumption that was not questioned.
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owned wealth; he also failed to state why the capital of the lender and
the work of the borrower should be considered of equal earning capacity,
for which equal compensation should be expected.

Nor did the writer recog-

nize that investors would not be content with the current interest rates,
if larger risks had to be assumed on loans.
Walther's efforts in St. Louis were successful enough so that be could
confide in his son -in-law, Stephanus Keyl, in February 1865, that the discussion of the usury question in his congregation had the result that no
member of the congregation dared to lend money at interest, "at least not
that the congregation knows."

The congregation also refused to lend money

at interest, although it would pay interest as a concession to ''worldly
people from whom robbery must certainly be suffered.

For injustice may

be received, but not perpetrated."SO
In 1865 Walther wrote to Pastor R. C. Schwan, 51 who later became the
third president of the Synod (1878-1899), that he would have to decline
the invitation to formulate theses on usury for a pastoral conference because he could not be certain that they would succeed.

Walther stated that

50c. F. W. Walther to Pastor St. Keyl, 25 February 1865, in Briefe
von C. F. W. Wal tber an seine Freunde, Synodalgenossen und Familiengliedeli
edited by L. Fuerbringer (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1915), I.,
211.

51

c. F. w. Walther to Pastor H. c. Schwan, 7 July 1865, Walther's
Briefe, I, 224-225. Schwan (1819-1905) studied at the Universities of
Goettinger and Jena. In 1843 be was placed in charge of a mission in Brazil.
In 1850 be came to America and was installed as pastor in Black Jack (New
Bielefeld), Missouri. In 1851 he went to Zion Church, Cleveland, where he
served until 1899. From 1852 to 1878 he was Vice-President and President
of the Central District and a vice-president of the Missouri Synod, and from
1878 to 1899, President of the Synod. "Heinrich Christian Schwan," Lutheran
Cyclopedia, p. 961. In 1865 Schwan was president of the Central District,
which at tliat time included Indiana and Ohio. Schwan did not take Walther's
suggestion about reading Luther on usury. Missouri Synod , Central District,
Proceedings, 1865, pp. 11 -12.
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his experience in congregations and pastoral conferences had been that the
most effective form of persuasion was to read and discuss Luther's writings
on usury.

The year 1866 found several items appearing in Lehre und Webre,

including Walther's now-formulated sixty-one theses on usury. 52

The theses

apparently had been composed for the Rock Island Pastoral Conference in
1866. Walther did not attend the conference, but the theses were presented
by Pastor Johann Buenger, at that time also President of the Western District
of the Synod. 53
'

2

Friedrich L [ochner ], ''Wucher," Lehre und Webre, XII (January 1866),
Lochner quoted from the Examiner and Chronicle, a Baptist newspaper
which not only agreed that .the Bible stated all interest was wrong, but that
all stock transactions were also wrong. The Northern Conference of the
Eastern circuit of the Ohio Synod dealt with both usury and life insurance
in 1866. The majority held that life insurance was a matter best left to
the individual's conscience, while with regard to usury, the ipajority held
that rates at or below the legal limits were permissible. The majority
held that any interest was usury, since money was a dead thing. B., ''Wucber,"
Lehre und Webre, XII (March 1866), 91. C. F. W. Walther, "Thesen ueber
den Wucher," Lehre und Webre, XII (November-December 1866), 325-363. This
was reprinted separately in the same year with the title Tbesen ueber den
Wucher. Mit beigefuegten Erlaeuterungen aus Luther's und anderer Theologen
Schriften (St. Louis, Missouri: C. M. Barthel, 1866). A copy is located
in Concordia Historical Institute, St. Louis. There is another copy dated
1876. The pamphlet was 39 pages.
31-32.

53In a letter from Walther to Pastor J. A. Ottesen, one of the founders
of the Norwegian Synod, dated 14 April 1866 (Walters Briefe, I, 27-32), it

becomes apparent that Walther in a previous letter had convinced Ottesen
of the correctness of Walther's interpretation of the Scriptural teaching
on usury. (The previous letter dated 5 January 1866 may be found in Meyer,
Letters of C. F. W. Walther: A Selection, pp. 105-109.) Unfortunately
Walther could not send Ottesen a set of the theses since Buenger apparently
had the only copy. Ottesen bad written for practical advice about financing
bis new college. It seems a Lutheran was willing to lend the money at
interest. Walther advised Ottesen to try to convince the member that all
interest was wrong, but to treat this sin as a weakness. If possible the
money might be borrowed from a non-member.
The Rock Island Pastoral Conference might have taken up the question
of usury because of the inquiry of one of its pastors, Rev. A. ·Menniclce,
of Rock Island. In a letter dated 9 February 1866, Walther tried to explain
"the true understanding on usury," and said that if Mennicke did not understand from the letter, be should write again. This letter appears in a
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The Usury Question Comes to the Synodical Convention, 1869
In 1867 and 1868 only minimal attention was paid to the issue of usury
in the Synod's periodicals, 54 but in the late summer of \868, the bomb was
fused and lighted.

A congregation, simply identified as "the New York

Congregation" petitioned the Eastern District of the Missouri Synod to
declare ''whether every taking of interest was 'damnable usury' (verdammter
Wucher).

A committee of eight was appointed to make a recommendation.

Who

appointed the committee is not clear, presumably it was the District President, Theodor Brohm.

Representing the committee of eight, Pastor E. M.

Buerger of Washington, D. C., reported that the committee was divided, in
that some members held that lending at interest did not violate the dictates
of love.

The committee deferred the decision to the convention, which dis-

cussed the problem only briefly due to the lack of time. 55

The shape of

transcription of Walther's letters currently being compiled by Werner
Karl Wadewitz. Most of these are available in typed manuscipt form at
Concordia Historical Institute.
54w [alther ], "Der 'American Lutheran,"' Lehre und Webre, XIII
(February 1867), 54. Walther responded to criticism by the American
Lutheran that the position of Old Lutheranism on usury again proves the
impractibility of the movement. Walther responded by stating he was only
teaching correctly as Luther bad done. Walther in a short article entitled
"Juden-WUcher," Der Lutheraner, XXIII (1 March 186 7), 101, expressed bis
abhorrence at the $60,000,000 per year that the house of Rothchild gained
in interest. ''Wucher," Der Lutheraner, XXV (15 October 1868), 27, notes
that there were 30,000 men in New York who live by means of the interest
from their investments.
55Missouri Synod, Eastern District, Proceedings, 1868, p. 27. The
congregation apparently was that of Pastor F. W. Foeblinger of Trinity
Lutheran Church in New ·York City. This is the only New York congregation
listed in the 1868 Proceedings, pp. 3-6. Christian Hochstetter in Die
Gescbicbte der Evangelisch-lutheriscben Missouri-Synode in Nord-Amerika,
und ibrer Lehrkaempfe von der saechsischen auswanderung im Jahre 1838 an
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things to come was perhaps envisioned by Walther in November 1868, when
he wrote to his nephew, the Rev. Johannes Walther, in Johnsburg, New York,
that he was convinced unity over the usury question could be achieved:
''Why not? Isn't Scripture clear?
indeed it had.

the battle has just begun. 1156

And

For late the same year, or, more likely early in 1869, an

anonymous publication appeared which was apparently circulated throughout
the Synod.

It was entitled

The Lending of M>ney at Interest in the Light of the Command
of Neighborly Love. A Friendly Critique of the Theses in the
''Lutheraner" and ''Lehre und Webre" from a Practical Standpoint
for the Pasto ' and Laity of the Synod of Missouri, Ohio, and
other States. 5
The pamphlet was a major attack on the position expressed in the Synodical
bis zum Jahre 1884 (Dresden: Verlag von Heinrich J. Naumann, 1885), p. 314,
stated that the main trouble occurred in the congregation previously served
by Theodor Brahm, namely Trinity, New York. Brahm had left in 1858.
56
C. F. W. Walther to G. J. G. Walther, 27 November 1868, transcribed
by Werner Karl Wadewitz.
57Place of publication, publisher, and date are not given. The
dating is fairly certain since a direct response was made in a special
supplement of Der Lutheraner. Der Lutheraner, special supplement (15
February 1869). "Ein Freundlishes Wort der Erinnerung in Betreff des
Schriftens: 'Das Ausleihen des Geldes auf Interessen im Liehte des Gebotes
der Naechstenlieve,' in herzlicher Liebe an ihre Brueder gerichtet von
einigen Bruedern aus dem Laienstande." There was another response by
R. Lange, "An den Verfasser der Schrift: Das Ausleihen des Geldes auf
Interessen im Lichte des Gebotes der Naechstenlieve," Lehre und Webre, XV
(March 1869), 70-82.
The original title of the pamphlet read: "Das Ausleiben des Geldes
auf Interessen im Licht des Gebotes der Naechstenliebe. Eine Preundliche
Critik der Aufsaetze im .!.Lutheraner' und 'Lehre und Webre' vom praktischen
Standpunkte aus fuer die Pastoren und Laien der Synod von Missouri, Ohio
u. a. St." A copy of this eighteen-page pamphlet may be found in Concordia
Historical Institute, St. Louis.
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publications.

The tract is significant because it revealed a picture of

the grass roots situation which differed from that which is derived from
the official publications.
The pamphlet was divided into two parts.

The first part was cautious.

It acknowledged the undeserved peace and unanimity which existed within the
Synod, but asserted that genuine love for the Synod demanded several points
be raised regarding usury as defined in Synodical publications.

It was

observed that many in the Synod who did not concur with the views expressed
in the Synod's official publications "but for the sake of peace keep
quiet with heartfelt sorrow and sighing. 1158

The tract continued:

The undersigned are not convinced that the position held in the
Synodical publications is correct and do not feel it wholesome
to criticize the articles about usury and interest, and therefore request that the publishers use utmost caution in dealing
with this question, lest the Synod be torn apart.
This statement was signed by twenty-eight laymen from five different con.
59
grega t 1.ons.

The second part of the pamphlet continued by stating that the laws
against interest bad been originally established, because debtors were
thrown into prison, a situation which no longer prevailed in the nineteenth
58 "Ein freundliches Wort," p. 2.
59tbid., p. 3. This first statement was signed by thirteen members
of Trinity Congregation in New York; eight members of St. Paul Congregation
in Baltimore; four members of St (sic) Bethlehem Congregation in Richmond
(Virginia) i two members of Zion Congregations in Boston, and J. R. Bergmann
of the congregation in Paterson, New Jersey. The pastors of these congregations as listed in the Missouri Synod, Eastern District, Proceedings, 1868,
were F. W. Foehlinger, New York City; c. Fri.ncke, or H. Graitzel or
W. G. H. Hanser, or E. G. W. Keyl (District Pres.) i L. Lochner, Richmond,
Virginia; c. J. o. Hanser, Boston, and H. Walker, Patterson, New Jersey.
Missouri Synod, Eastern District, Proceedings, 1868, pp. 3-5.
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century. 60

The argument that money is unfruitful was rejected, because

money was seen as a medium of exchange, representing real property or values
which if employed are fruitful •

Furthermore, almost everyone wbo borrows

money at interest becomes rich.

Thus it cannot be against the law of

brotherly love to lend money.

Exceptions do not refute the right use. 61

This was Walther's own argument earlier regarding the practice of slavery
in America, namely, abuses did not make tbe institution of slavery in itself
sinful •62 Within the Synod there were many people who borrowed money to
buy homes and other items, despite the warnings in the Synodical publications.
That the
Synodical leaders go to the capitalist with the appearance of
agreeing with them and with condescending and good words ask
for money~ not telling the capitalist that be is coamitting a
moral sin 4
did not seem sincere.

Among those who signed the last statement were nine

from New York, twenty-three from Baltimore, and two from Boston. 65
6011Bin freundliches Wort," p. 9.
61

The reference seems to be to an article by B., ''Das Ausleihen des
Geldes ," Der Lutheraner, XXII, 9-11. Occasionally persons such as farmers
or businessmen, through circumstances not of their own making lose the
capital, let al~ne any profit, and it is therefore not in harmony with
neighborly love to exact interest. The illustrations are almost anecdotal
in nature, p. 10.
62

C. F. w. Walther to Pastor A.
Briefe, I 1 125.

c.

Preus, 8 January 1860, Walthers

63
Lange, "Das Ausleihen des Geldes," Lebre und Webre, XV, 13.
64ib id. , XV, 17.
65
~ . , xv, 18.
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In what was hardly a manifestation of "utmost caution" urged by the
Easterners, there soon appeared a flurry of articles in Der Lutberaner and
Lebre und Webre on the issue.

A special supplement to the 15 February

iBBue of Der Lutheraner carried a four-page response by thirteen laymen. 66
The document sh~s a remarkable mastery of Walther's position, and it may
b e questioned whether it was written by the laymen. 67

arguments.

There were no new

The pamphlet agreed with Luther, Scripture, and Cbemnitz,

and obviously Walther.

By March the St. Louis leadership had mobilized.

The minutes of the discussion of usury in 1864 at Trinity, St. Louis were
now quickly published.

This was given full play on the front page of the

issue of March 1 of Der Lu tberaner. 68

Rudolf Lange, who had written the first
69
theses on usury in 1860, responded with thirteen pages in Lebre und Webre.
Walther at this time expressed both trepidation and determination over

the way in which the usury question was developing.

In a letter to Ferdinand

Sievers near the end of March, Walther confided:
We will not very well be able to avoid public (gemeinscbaftlicb)
discussion of the usury question at the occaaon of the next session of our general synod. May God be with us there! Satan has
66

supra, p. 124, fn. 56.

67
Tbe first name of the thirteen who signed was J. c. D. Roemer. Re
was evidently the same Carl Roemer, who served as the lay delegate to the
1869 Western District Donvention. MiBBouri Synod, Western District,
Proceedings, 1868, p. 8.
68
Per Lutheran.er, XXVI (1 March 1869), p. 98.

69Lange, "Das Ausleiben des Geldes," Lebre und Webre, XV, 70-82. The
same issue found Walther commenting briefly on ~'Calvin's Lebre vom Wucher,"
Lebre und Webre, xv (March 1869), 87-88. Calvin bad not been mentioned in
any of the literature sie far, but be was one of the first Pc.otestant theologians to permit the taking of interest.
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obvious evil in mind. But that in us is greater than that which
is in the world. God requires us to take up this ticklish question, therefore He will also assist, so that we do not become
split over it.70
A rebuttal in pamphlet form soon appeared to Lange';si article in the March
issue of Lehre und Webre. 71

The response was brief--only three pages--

but it was direct:
The usury controversy bas become a burning issue • • • • Our
professors teach that all interests, even one per cent per
year, are usw::y and mortal sins (Todsuende). I bold this teaching
to be an error, as an unevangelical, legalistic, Jewish doctrine,
similar to the false doctrine of the Schwaemer • •• the forbidding of all spirited drinks, of the Sabbath, etc., as a teaching against Christian freedom, and generally that interest
taking and paying belonJ! to adiaphora, whose misuse is forbidden,
whose use is permitted.
The author went on to argue that the seventh commandment is not violated
but rather kept by the taking of interest, since it helps one's neighbor
to improve and protect his property and business.
code, that is, Ten Commandments
the moral code.

He

agreed that the moral

was binding, but interest is not part of

The author asserted that the statements in tbe Psalms

refer to charging the poor interest.

The author then stated that he him-

self did not charge the poor interest and often canceled part or all of
the principal.
business.

Moreover, distinctions bad to be made between charity and

For example, a Christian should help a sick neighbor, but if

70c. F. w. Walther to Ferdinand Sievers, 22 March 1869, Walthers
Briefe, II, 157. Sieversserved a regular congregation of tbe Synod and
was also the Synod's missionary to tbe I~ians.
7111wertber Herr Professor L., Hochw. lieber Herr!"

Place, publisher
and date are not given. A copy is located in Concordia Historical Institute,
St. Louis. Dating is clear because of it:s specific response to Lange.
72~., p. l.
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1·t.
is

a d octor who helps, then a fee is usually charged. 73
April and May saw very little of usury in the Synodical publicationa.

But this was only the calm before the storm.

74

Walther confided in Pastor

H. C. Schwan, president of the Central District, that he was fearful of

the outcome of the usury question at the synod and would rather have kept
it out of convention, but the opponents bad forced it.

Fearing a splitting

of the Synod Walther detected a diviseness in the opponents:
There speaks a "spirit" (Geist), which is not flesh of our flesh
and not bone of our bone. Yet I hope that this element is also
too weak to become leaven among us • • • • Ob, 7~hat Luther were
among us, he could hold off the wrath of God.
By June tension was again building toward the convention, and what

had intended to be a self-imposed silence had to be broken.

76

Pastor A.<;.

Doebler, from Wolcottsburg, New York, published a pamphlet, "An Examination
of the Teaching of Interest Money according to Evangelical Bases, with and
•
Append uc:

•

Summary Statement of J. Gerhard's Teach1.ng on Usury."

77

Tb
e

7 3 ~•• pp. 1, 3.
74

!!!!E.!.,

The only article was a brief one by Walther, ''Wucher," Lehre und

XV (April 1869), 119, which reported ~hat the Iowa Synod rejected

Luther's teaching.,on usury on the grounds of Christian freedom. and the law
of love.
75

c.

F.

w.

Walther to Henry

c.

Schwan, 27 May 1869, Walthers Briefe,

II, 159.

76

B., ''Ist das Gebot vom Wucher ein speciell juediscbes Gesetz, wie
Professor Fritscbel meint, oder geboert es zu dem alle Menacben verbindlicben
Sittengesetz?" Der Lutberaner, XXV (1 June 1869), 145. A footnote explained
that in view of the approaching Synodical Convention, the editors bad decided to remain silent about usury, ''but there are still more opponents of
Luther's teaching of usury arising."
77A copy of this is not available in•concordia Historical Institute.
Reference is made to this by B [rob }n, ''Bina Beleucbtung der Lebre von
Geldzinsen nacb evangeli;shcen Grundsaetzen, nebst einem Anbange: Summariscbe-c
Auszug der Lebre J. Gerhard's von Wucher," Lebre und Webre, XV (.:tune, 1869),
181-182. 'l'be pamphlet could be obtained from Joacb. Birkner in New

130
June l issue of Der Lutheraner carried three pages on usury, in response
to criticism from Prof. Siegmund Fritschel of the Iowa Synod in Brobst's
Monatsheften.

Fritschel had argued that usury was a Jewish law and did

not therefore have binding force on all men.

Der Lutheraner gave three

criteria by which to determine whether a command or law was Jewish or a
Moral Law

CSittengesetz); (1) whether the command fell under the most

general command to love one's neighbor as onesself, (2) whether the prophets
made an application beyond the Jews to the Gentiles, and (3) whether the
.
b y Ch rLst
.
• the New Testament. 78
command was gLven
or the Apostles Ln

The

arguments which Fritschel had advanced for understanding usury as a Jewish
law were then examined.

Fritschel a't'gued first that the command against

usury was given because Israel was to be an agricultural nation rather than
a trading nation.

Secondly, the Jews were not to take interest from them-

selves, but they could from strangers (Deut. 23:19-20).
listed together with the ceremonial laws.

Thirdly, usury was

Fourthly, usury was not against

natural law, since Christian consciences did not experience guilt feelings
from it.
York. Doehler•s basic argument was that of Gerhard, the seventeenth-century
theologian, who said that interest under some circumstances :i:s in harmony
with the law of love. Brohm's refutation was that love demands at least
equalitY,, equal risk and equal gain. Brohm closed the two-page review by
stating ~tbat he agreed with the esteemed author on the fundamental articles
of the faith, and hopefully they would be able to reach agreement on usury
also.
By 1876, Doebler was in Forestville, Door County, Wisconsin. At that
time he public.ally retracted his writing of 1869, stating that he had now
come to the conclusion t)lat the Biblical statements against usury were found
not only in the ceremonial law, but in other parts of Scripture as well.
Aug. G. Doebler, "Brklaerung," Lehre und Webre. XXII (October 1876), 306-307.
781'1st das Gebot vom Wucher ein speciell juedisches Gesetz, wie Professor

Fritschel meint, oder gehoert es zu dem alle menschan verbindlichen Sittengesetz?" Der Lutheraner, XXV. (1 June 1869), 145.
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The Missouri Synod writer contended in response to the first argument
that it was difficult to be certain that usury was condemned because of the
transition from a nomadic to an agricultural economy.

Against the argument

that Jews could take interest from Gentiles, it was suggested that this
was probably a concession similar to that made by Moses in granting divorce,
which Jesus later comdenmed.

Thirdly, the coamand against usury was found

in places other than the ceremonial law, although no specific New Testament
passages were adduced.

Fourthly, that Christians did not experience a

sense of injustice in the practice of usury only illustrated bow deeply
man was involved in sin. 79
It should be noted that Fritschel, a leader of the Iowa Synod, bad
recently explored theological differences with Walther.

Among them was the

application of Scripture which was a somewhat different issue than that
raised by the usury question.

The Iowa Synod held that even though Scrip-

ture speaks clearly on an issue that interpretation is not binding on persons unless the church speaks, and therefore some Scriptural teachings may
be "Open Questions , " as they were called in the Iowa Synod.

Whereas the

Missourians held that all clear teachings of Scipture bad to be adhered to,
although Missourians also admitted that there may be unclear passages in
the Bible, but these would not be termed "open questions." Whatever
Bible clearly taught must be preached and taught in the church.

the

P'or the

Missourians Scripture clearly rejected usury.so
79!lli., XXV, 146.
BOTbe Iowa Synod was founded in 1853, by persona sent to America by
Wilhelm Loebe. Loebe bad bad close ties with the Saxons, until the Missourians
established a different view of the church. While the latter were congregationalist, Loehe held that the pastor was a ~astor even without a congregation.
The relationship between the Iowa and Missouri synods was never cordial.
In 1867 a colloquy was held between representatives of each of the synods,
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The month of June 1869 brought another anonymous pamphlet from the
New York area entitled ''Let No One Bind Your Consciences. 11 Walther acknowledged the publication in Der Lutheraner and made no attempt to refute it,
although be stated the criticism was unfair, since it was not be but the
81
teaching of Scripture which bound persons' consciences.
With the convention in September threatening to split the Synod, Walther
apparently tried to generate support for bis position.

Friedrich Brunn, a

conservative Lutheran, in Steeden, Saxony, Germany, was asked to express
his views on the subject.

Brunn stated be was only too happy to do this,

because be could not remain cold and indifferent while bis dear and close
Missouri Synod stood in controversy and division over the question of usury.
Although Brunn disclaimed any significant original ideas on the matter,
he may have been responsible for reformulating the issue.

Brunn refused

all approaches to the situation, except the use of the law of love:
All others would be insufferable legalism • • • I for my part
therefore also leave the usury commandment in Moses completely
out of the issue • • • The learned may wrangle over the word
but the results were inconclusive, with many of the important issues not
being discussed. The Iowa Synod following Loebe's own theology tended to
see church history as dynamic, with new insights and understandings developing
with the passage of time, therefore such statements in the Lutheran confessions
regarding the Antichrist, sabbath observance, and the last judgments were
not considered final, whereas the Missourians tended to see the history of
the church and especially doctrine in a much more static way. "Evangelical
Lutheran Synod of Iowa and Other States, 11 Lutheran Cyclopedia, pp. 519-521.
For Walther's views on "Open QUestions, 11 see c. P. w. Walther , "Die
falscben Stuetzen der modernen Tbeorie con den offenen Fragen,~ Lehre und
Webre, XIV (April-June-July- August-October 1868), 100-114; 161-169; 201-211;
233-240; 297-305. A translation into English was made by William Arndt and
Alen Guebert in 1939 under the title, "The False Arguments for the M:>dern
Theory of Open Questions," Concordia Theological Monthly, X (April-MayJune-July-August-September-OCtober-November 1939), 254-262; 351-357; 415-420;
507-513; 587-595; 656-666; 752-759; 827-834.
81Der Lutheraner, XXV (15 June 1869), 157-158.
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Naeschech (Wucher), not I. I dispose of the matter swiftly and
simply and take my Lord Christ and what he said to his disciples
in John 13: "A new command I give to you, that you love one
another • n 82
The rejection of Old Testament authority and the failure to use Luke 6:35
were perhaps crushing blows for Walther, for no longer did the argument
rest on what were regarded as "the inerrant words of Scripture," nor on
the moral law, but upon the application of the Scriptural command to love.
This flirtation with what today would generally fall under the definition
of "Situation Ethics" did not, however, cause Brunn to come to a conclusion
different from Walther's.

For as Brunn analysed the situation, Walther was

quite correct in concluding that the charging of interest was wrong, since
it did not give equality to both parties. 83

In Brunn's mind equality and

justice were apparently the same as love.
Whether Brunn's approach directly determined the way Theodore Brohm
developed bis theses for the convention in September is not altogether
certain.

At any rate the argument of love was Brobm's first thesis:

82

Fr. Brunn, "Eine Stimme aus Deutscbland ueber die Wucberfrage," !!!!:.
Lutheraner, XXV (15 August 1869), 185.
Friedrich Brunn (1819-1894) studied at Leipzig, Bonn, and Herborn,
entering the ministry in 1842. In 1846 be severed his relationship with
the state church in Nassau, and established an independent congregation at
Steeden. Brunn had relationships with the Breslau Synod, Immanuel Synod,
and the Lutheran State church in·· that order, finally joining with the
Evangelical Lutheran Free Church of Saxony in 1877. F. A. Craemer, who
bad been sent to America by Wilhelm Loehe, bad made contact with Brunn in
1858, and Walther met Brunn in bis trip to Europe in 1860. In his home
Brunn ran a preparatory school for ministry in America, sending about 250
men to enter the Lutheran ministry in America. ''Friedrich Brunn,"
Lutheran Cyclopedia, p. 144. See also Hermann Eikmeier, "'lbe Lutheran
Proseminary in Steeden," translated by John Theodore !tleller, Concordia
Historical Institute Quarterly, XXIX (Winter 1957), 137-153. The late
1860s were the years of heaviest supply, pp. 151-153.
83
Brunn, XXV, 186 •
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The measure which orders and rules the Christian's relationship
with bis neighbor is the comnand of neighborly love: You should
love your neighbor as yourself. The true exposition of this command
is: Everythi11g that you would that people should do to you, do
that to them.sq:
The theses went on, however, to state that the Scriptures prove that the
giving and taking of interest is against the law of love.
Biblical passages were cited. 85

All the traditional

Thesis VIII summarized the implications of

neighborly love; the Christian was
(1) to give to the poor; (2) to lend to those who find themselves
in temporary difficulty; (3) to made no regular loan contract with
interest with the well-to-do; (4) either to work himself with bis
money, or to conclude a business contract with someone else, according to which the profit or loss would be shared equally; (5) to
remove the oppression and injustice in gn unambiguous way, should
he conclude a loan in improper manner. 8
The last thesis stated that Lutheran pastors were to be industrious in
reinstating this "forgotten and misunderstood teaching on usury," although
this mist be done with patience and in view of the scriptural and spiritual
87
understanding of the command.
Although the entire set of theses was
read to the convention, the Synod discussed only the first five, with only
the first four being adopted by the anvention.
Implicit support of Walther's position on usury was established when
the Synod responded to the congregation in New York, first by stating that
84Mi.ssouri Synod, Proceedin s, 1869, p. 51. The theses as originally
presented were also printed in C raemer], ''Unsere diesjaehrige SynodalVersaamlung," Der Lutheraner, XXVI (1 October 1869), 21-22 ;
85
Tbesis VIII listed the following passages: Bx. 22:25; Lev. 25:35-38;
Deut. 15:7-8; 23:19; Ezek. 18:8,13; 22:12; Pa. 37:26; Deut. 23:20; Pa. 15:5;
Prov. 28:8; Matt. 5:42; and Luke 6:26. Missouri Synod, Proceedings, 1869,
p. 52.
86Mi.ssour1.• Syno,
d Proceedings, 1869, pp. 52-53.
87
~ • t P• 53.
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the Synodical editors would have to continue to deal with this teaching
as with other teaching--"according to the Word of God"--and to continue
as they have in the previous manner.

Furthermore, Pastor Brohm was to

explain in an irenic (beruhigen) letter that although there can be no
other measure than the Word of God, the matter will not be forced or
concluded hastily.

Rather it will be pursued "with all patience and in-

struction. 11 The congregation was thus asked to examine the theses carefully.

88

There was no indication that the leaders of the Synod perceived genuine
hermeneutical questions were involved.
Although the account of the convention in Der Lutheraner leaves the
impression that there was no dispute at all, and in fact that the entire
theses were adopted as presented,

89

a careful and only slightly imaginative

reading of the minutes gives a different impression.

The most notable clues

are the lengthy debates and the ~brupt termination of discussion.

The

theses were not formally adopted, thereby avoiding any bitter or bard
90
feelings.
An unofficial summary of these proceedings stated that assurance
88

ill!!·,

p. 106.

89

Two amendments to the first five theses were made, but not included
inC[raemer], XXVI, 21. For changes see 71 of the Proceedings (for Thesis I
and for Thesis III), p. 76.
90In support of this interpretation a document entitled ''Proceedings
of the General German Lutheran Synod of the United States and Canada" published in Fort Wayne by the Democrat Steam Printing Establishment, 1869,
a copy of which is in the Concordia Historical Institute, states that the
discussions were heated. The authorship of these proceddings is unclear
_and their reliability questionable, since there were inaccuracies, an
obvious one being the incorrect rendering into English of the Synod's name.
It was perhaps the inconclusiveness of the discussion which prompted
one sympathetic historian to write that ~the discussion • • • took place
in the spirit of love and peace, although some opponents of the Synod did
not expect this to occur." Hochstetter, p. 119.
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was given that undue attention would not be given to the matter of usury
in the Synod's publications.

91

Several important observations about this episode must be made.

First,

there was a subtle but significant change in the basic hermeneutical principle.

The final result was that the law of love was established as the basic

ethical norm, with Biblical statements about

usury serving only as illu&-

trations of how the law of love was properly interpreted.

Secondly, the

context in which the usury question was viewed was clearly that of inter personal relationships which presuppose a relatively simple and closed
social structure.

92

There was little appreciation of the complexity of

modern economic institutions, and the ramifications that the absence of
interest would have upon the already rather well developed capitalistic
system.

93

Thirdly, even though the matter was considered quite clear, those

who could not discern the truth were not to be excommunicated, but dealt .
.
.
.
94
w1."th accord"i.ng to pat1.ence
and 1.nstruct1.on.
91

Fourthly, policies which

tbid., p. 22.

92Missouri Synod, Proceedings, 1869, p. 53.

The principle of "neighborly
love" already places the issue in personal categories. The examples gi.ven
are rural, p. 78, the farmer who experiences hardship and cannot repay the
loan. When those in favor of charging interest stated that the lender had
risks as well as the borrower, in that the lender had only the note as surety
for the money loaned, the leaders replied that behind the note "there stands
the good name, the honor, the conscience, ets. [.!l:s,], of the debtor." The
personal relationship was very significant.
93

oiscussion of this bad been ruled out almost from the begi.nni.ng, when
it was stated that the principle was to be a means for solving questions of
casuistry, and casuistic questions would not be used to establish the princi.pl...!
!!!£!., p. 571. This procedure seems to have been self-defeating, si.nce i.t
would be difficult to determing what love demanded, without referring to
cases. It was in this area that Walther bad , found difficulty in 1864.
9~1bid., p. 106. This was the same position which Walther had expresse
in the Trinity congregation meetings in 1864. Wucberfrage, p. 20.
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allowed exceptional situations in which harm might conceivab]3'1 come to
one's neighbor, was viewed as grounds for rejecting the general policy.
In other words, the exception negates the rule.

95

These four character -

istics of the Synod were reflected in the handling of the life insurance
question.

The Usury Question after 1869
With the convention of 1869, the usury question bad created.

Besides

the publication of Brohm's theses in Der Lutberaner in the same year, 96
there was only one major article published in the Synod's publications.

97

In 1872 a pamphlet appeared, ''Let your Conscience be Bound over Lending
98
Money at Interest, Which is . Usur.y;". · This was reprinted in 1884.
Perhaps of significance was the change of mind of Pastor August Doebler,
who apparently had been one of the pastors opposing Walther in the late
1860s.

In 1876 Doebler printed a public retraction of previous position

95 M·
. . S yno,
d Proceed"1.ngs, 1869, p. 79.
issouri

Cf. also thesis Xl, p. 52.

96
C[raemer], XXVI, 21.
97
''Leibet, dass ibr nicbts dafuer boffet," Der Lutberaner , :XX.VI (1 April
1870). 113-115. There were lesser articles and notices in both Der Lutberaner
and Lebre und Webre during the seventies. There were three a year at first,
and perhaps one or two a year toward the end of the decade. For examples
see, W[alther]. ''Wucher, 11 Lebre und Webre, XVI, 125-126; W[alther ], "Die
Wucberfrage, 11 Lehre und Webre, XVI (July 1870), 223; ''Ist, wie die Vertheidiger
des Wucberssagen, Geld Waare?" Lehre und Webre, XVII (October 1871), 314-315i
"Bine Art Wucher, 11 Der Lutheraner, XXVIII (1 December 1871), 3 7.
981'Lasset euch Gewissen machen ueber Leihen auf Zinsen, das ist Wucher.
Bin Gespreach zwiscben zwei Lutberaner. Das Leihen auf Zinsen auf Grund der
heiligen Schrift und nach der Zeugnissen der aeltesten und beruebmtesten
Kircbenlebrer, namentlicb nacb den Zeugnissen der von Dr. Martin Luther und
Dr. Martin Cbemnitz zur Lebre und Warnung fuer das christliche Volk beleucbtet
St. Louis: Druckerei der Synode von Missouri, Ohio und anderen Staaten 1872.
The thirty-five page pamphlet was rei~aue~ in ~884 in a_fifty-four pag;
format. Copies of both ae.d.n Concordia H1.stor1.cal Institute, st. Louis.
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in Lehre und Webre.

99

Also in 1876 1 Walther's theses on usury fram 1866,

were reprinted in pamphlet form. lOO

Occasional comments were made after

1880, but for the most part the Synod's publications did not press the matter.

But the issue was not dead either. 101

Pastoral conferences continued

to discuss the matter well into the twentieth century.

102

When the change

99
August Doebler·, ''Erklaerung," Lehre und Webre, XX.II (October 1876),
306-307. Concerning Doebler I Roy Suelflow writes: "Where he came from
is unknown, but before the Civil War I he bad served Salem congregation in
Toledo, belonging to the Buffalo Synod. In 1861 be became inspector of the
Buffalo Synod seminary in Buffalo, New York. In 1863 the Buffalo Synod
congregation in Wolcottsburg I New York called him as pastor. After the
Missouri-Buffalo colloquy in 1866, he joined the Missouri Synod. After
several years he came to differ so sharply with Walther on the question of
usury that he left the Missouri Synod, joined Iowa Synod, and took
charge of the congregation in Altenburg, Missouri, which had bolted from
the Missouri Synod in the chiliasm dispute • • • Doebler served there for
about five years, and when the internal tensions in the Iowa Synod resulted
in the serious rupture in 1875, he, with a group of other pastors, left
and joined Missouri. Thereupon he took a call to St. Peter's church,
Forrest ville I Door County I Wisconsin." Roy Suelflow I Walking w itb Wise
Men: A History of The South Wisconsin District of The Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod (Milwaukee: The South Wisconsin District of the Lutheran
Church--Missouri Synod, 1967), p. 136.
lOOThis was advertised in Der Lutheraner, XXXII (15 February 1876), 31.
101

u. C. Schwan, Walther's successor as President of the Synod, wrote
a long article entitled "Against the Sin of Usury 1 '! The Lutheran Witness,
VI (21 May 1888), 188; VII (7 June-21 June-7 July 1888), 4-5; 12; 20-21.
At this time The Lutheran Witness was not an official publication of the
Synod.
102
''Protocoll der New York-Districts-Pastoral Conferenz vom lSten
Nov. 1870 bis zum Mai 1886," bound ledger volume, Concordia Historical
Institute, St. Louis. Minutes for August 26-28, 1879, pp. 126-137. The
Southeast Special Con~erence of Missouri discussed usury in 1903, ~
Lutheraner, LIX (26 May 1903), 172; the mixed Mississippi Pastoral Conference,
which met at Winona, Minnesota, discussed usury in the same y e a r , ~
Lutheraner, LIX (7 June 1903), 222; the same conference bad it on its
agenda the following year, Der Lutberaner, LX (21 June 1904), 203; the
Park Region District Conference in Minnesota, Der Lutberaner, LXII
(23 October 1906) 1 362; and the Southern Pas tor al Conference of the
Northern Illinois District, Der Lutberaner, LXXV (4 November 1919), 359.
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in opinion occurred with regard to usury is difficult to determine.

In

1908 Paul Kretzmann presented a set of theses on life insurance to tbe
Colorado Pastoral Conference. Kretzmann stated that usury was excessive
.
103
interest.
By the 192Os it is clear that the change bad fully occurred.
The Concordia Cyelopedia, which was theologically approved by the seminary
faculty in St. Louis, stated that all cases of borrowing and lending at
interest had to be governed by the law of love, and that charity should be
exercised toward the poor, but in business agreements, the law of averages
has been so carefully worked out that almost always the lender and borrower
both profited from the loan. 104 At best this was lip service to the position of Walther and the Synod, neither of which were mentioned in the
article.

On the other hand, attempts to verify that a change bad taken
105
place in the Synod's position were rejected.
The position of the

Concordia Cyclopedia was almost exactly the position of the opponents in
1869. Changes had occurred, but when and bow? Was it the loss of Walther's
·
·
· ty, l 06 b etter Lns
· Lg
· b t Ln
. t o mo d ern economLcs
.
d om1natLng
personal L
, tb e f a1.. 1ure
l03Mi.nutes of 12-17 December 1906, ''Protocoll der Pastoralconferenz
des Colorado Distriks," bound ledger volume (hereafter abbreviated BLV),
Colorado District Archives, pp. 271-272; 275-278.
l04''Usury," The Concordia Cyclopedia, edited by L. Fuerbringer, and
others (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing Bouse, 1927), p. 796.
1O5
In 1927 the New England Pastoral Conference meeting in Waterbury,
Connecticut, heard Rev. C. M. Zorn deliver a paper on ''Usury and Interest
Charges. 11 The conference concluded that ''Nowhere in His revealed Word bas
God prohibited the charging of interest as such." Quoted in a letter from
Carl M. Zorn to ':'The Honorable Faculty, Concordia Seminary, St. Louis, Mo.,
March 4, 1930. 11 In the letter Zorn asked if it would not be in order for
the Synod to state that it has changed its position. John T. !lleller and
P. E. ICretzmann of the faculty answered evasively. They did not believe a
revocation was necessary. 11J. T. Niel ler and P. B. Kretzmann to Jlev. c •
M. Zorn, May 9, 1930. 11 Xeroxed copies of these letters and manuscript have
been generously made available to the present writer by Rev. c. M. Zorn.
1O6 Tbe year 1927, when the Concordia Cnlopedia appeared marked forty
years since Walther's death. TbLB was enoug t1.1ne for many of the students
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of the laity to accept the doctrine, a decline in the appreciation of
Luther, a change in the interpretation of Scripture, or a change in the
application of Scripture?

It seems reasonable to conclude that in some

way, each of these factors contributed to the change.
As far as can be determined, the Synod either as a synod or as individual
congregations, did not seem to view the taking or charging of interest to
be grounds for church discipline.
The reasons for the apparent discrepancy between doctrine and practice
was a rather practical one.

{:o enforce

the position probably would have

divided and even decimated congregations and would have had little constructive value.

This did not mean that opposition to usury was to be

dropped even as a practical matter.

In the presentations at Trinity

Congregation, St. Louis, in 1864, Walther noted that Luther bad said that
a usurer was to receive neither the sacrament nor absolution, "for the
usurer has given himself to the devil • 11107 Luther's precept was not followed in an absolute manner, because according to Walther, a distinction
could be made between the "petty usurer" (kleinen Wucherer) and the gross
usurer (Wel tfresser).

The "petty usurers" Walther defined as those who do

not see usury as a sin, especially when practiced within legal limits.

108

People who give and take intemst were not to be pounced upon with the wrath
of even Walther's last years to have passed from the scene or at least
from power. The spurt of interest at the turn of the century has been
noted and may be interpreted as the final attempt to maintain the teaching.
The ruralness of the co~erences may also be noted.
107
nie Wucherfrage, p. 20.

108~•• p. 21.
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of God, but rather treated as erring brothers, who "should be admonished
and instructed with all gentleness and patience. 11109
On the other hand, this did not mean that the pastor should refrain
from preaching or counseling about usury.

On the contrary the pastor was

to preach about usury so that he would be able to stand in the last judgment
110
as a faithful pastor.
Walther even suggested the appropriate place and
text in the church year to preach on usury--lleminiscere and 1 Thessalonians
111

4 :6.

In the course of this investigation the writer bas not uncovered any
instances in which people were excommunicated for usury.

The reason may

be inferred from the general position Walther held with regard to excommunication.

People were not to be excommunicated if there was general

failure to comprehend a certain activity as a sin.

Thus if a large portion

of a congregation did see usury as a sin, it would be impractical and
unwise for the pastor to excommunicate.

Walther quoted the principle of

Ludwig Hartmann in the latter's Pastorale evangelicum, 1772, which said
that "those who .:cannot be excommunicated without provoking a tumult should
112
not be banned."

Writing about the issue of usury to his confessionally

109~•• p. 32.

11

°walther, "Thesen ueber den Wucher, 11 thesis 58, p. 362.

111

The verse reads : ''Let no man transgress, and wrong bis brother in
this matter, because the Lord is an avenger in all these things, as we : solemnlYi
forewarned you." (Translation from the Revised Standard Version).
112

c. F. w. Walther, The Form of A Christian Congregation, translated
from the 2nd unchanged edition by John Theodore !lleller (St. Louis: Concordia
Publishing Bouse, 1963), p. 34. The original edition by Walther appeared
in 1864. Hartmann illustrated bis point with Augustine who refused to excommunicate for reasons of drunkenness, since in that event only a few members
would be left. Augustine was willing to 0 suffer some whom we cannot exclude
or discipline." Ibid., p. 36.
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Lutheran, Norwegian colleague, Pastor Jacob Ottesen, Walther advised in
1866, that a pastor may not always find it convenient either to enforce or
even to speak about a problem, although be may never do or say anything
which would contradict the truth.

113

Probably the Synod's revival of

Luther's doctrine of usury was never accepted widely enough to make it a
matter of church discipline.

There were undoubtedly other reasons why

enforcement to the point of excommunication was probably never practiced.
First, the persons who accumulated enough wealth would most likely be professional persons or businessmen.

Such persons would usually be found in

larger towns and cities, where investments could be kept quite private.
Secondly, persons who would have surplus funds to invest would in most
instances be the better respected citizens, whom few congregations would
be inclined to sever from fellowship.

Thirdly, the practice of interest

was so much a part of American life that the Synod found it difficult to
enforce.

Finally and significantly, the Synod was largely a community of

immigrants during this time and most of them had to borrow money.

Few

bad

been successful enough to be able to lend money. 114
After the convention of 1869, the Synod's position with regard to
usury became almost scandalously well known.

Some outside the Synod, and

perhaps a few within, understood the Synod to feel strongly enough·.:. to
113

''Letter from c. F. w. Walther to Pastor J. A. Ottesen," 14 April
1866, Walthers Briefe 1 II, 28.
114

· the 1870s:
.
. an exceedingl y rare occurrence,
Walther wrote in
•~tis
if once in a great while, a man of wealth or influence connects himself
with one of our congregations." c. F. W. Walther, Communism and Socialism,
translated from the German by Rev. D. Simon (revised English translation
by The Lutheran Research Society; Detroit: The Lutheran :Research Society,
1947), p. 35.
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make it a matter which was divisive of fellowship. 115
denied on at least two separate occasions.

Tbis charge was

In 1876 1 Martin Guenther 1

editor and professor at Concordia Seminary, wrote:
In relation to the teaching (Lehre) of usury we do not say that
it is a primary or even a secondary article of faith, but label
it only a moral teaching (Dogma), yet always a teaching (Lebre)
of the divine Word and therefore of importance; and we believe
that it is necessary to press it, especially in our land and
in these fr.ightful last times • • • • but that we have made
this teaching a stipulatioy ~or Church fellowship, our opponents
could not be able to show. 1
The suggestion that the Synod was going to politicize for legislation regarding
usury, was denied with the claim that the Synod was concerned only with
Christian consciences.117
Usury and the Life Insurance Issue
Within the context of agitation over the usury question the Synod
made its initial public reactions to life insurance.

Had the usury

question not arisen in the 1860s, life insurance would probably have received
relatively little attention.

It is not safe to assume that the leaders of

the Synod would have totally ignored life insurance, since there were large
segments of German-American Lutherans who opposed life insurance on grounds
115

"Missouri and the 'Five Pointsln
(1 November 1870), 166.

11

The Lutheran Standard I XXVII.I:

116

[Martin] G[uentber ], "Vorwort." Lebre und Webre, XXII. (March 1876),
68-69. Guenther wrote similarly in 1879 in refuting the same charges in
''Macht sicb wirklicb die Missourisyndde einer 'Ueberspannung in den
Lehrdifferenzen' scbuldig?" Lebre und Webre, XXV (March 1879), 73. Cf.
gp;1 131-132, for Walther's pos1.t1.on on "open questions," one reason why
many might have assumed that usury was for the Missouri Synod a matter of
fellowship.
117
C [raemer ], "Welchen Rat uns der 'Observer' in der Wucherfrage
gebt," Lebre und Webre, XV (July 1869) 1 219-310.
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other than usury.

Because of its strong stand on usury, the Synod through

its publications took a strong stand against life insurance.

Once that

stance had been taken it was possible and perhaps necessary to find additional
reasons for opposing life insurance.

Some of the arguments developed in

opposition to the charging of interest are utilized in the stand against
life insurance.

About 90 per cent of all life insurance policies during

the period immediately following the Civil war were whole life, that is,
policies in which a premium surplus was paid in the first years of the policy
to pay for.the cost of insurance in the last years.) The surplus premium
was invested by the insurance company, with the compound interest being
credited to the reserve of the policy.

Most companies in the last half of

the nineteenth century calculated the interest on the cash reserve at 4
per cent, although they often received 6 to 10 per cent on their invest-

By the 1860s life insurance had become a major financial institution
in the United States.

In 1865, there was $630,000,000 of life insurance

in force in the United States.
two billion dollars.

By 1870, the figure had risen to over

Life insurance . became big business; it bad "grown

more rapidly than any other business of equal magnitude."118
In the 1860s the leaders of the Synod, especially C. F. W. Walther,
were raising strong objections to the basic principle of interest.

Walther's

.attitude toward interest clearly was very significant in shaping his understanding of life insurance.

In February 1865 Walther wrote to his son-in-law

118John A. M:Call, A Review of Life Insurance from the Date of the
First National Convention of Insurance Officials • • • • 1871-1879 (Milwaukee,
n.p., 1898), p. 20.
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Stephanus Keyl.

In the letter Walther spoke of a certain ''Mr:. P."

In

the context of the topic of usury and insurance, Walther stated that Mr. P.
did not see the sinfulness of bis action in becoming an "agent," but that
patience would be exercised for a while.

The association of usury and life

insurance, in this instance in the form of an assessment association, is
quite clear in the next paragraph in Walther's letter:
It is not subject to question that if the support societies are
~ased on usury, Christians who have the correct knowledge, may
Join them just as little as they can join life insurance societies. 119
In March 1866 Walther expressed himself strongly on the matter of life in.
surance Ln

Der

· 120
Lutheraner.

This was Walther's and the Synod's first

public statement on life insurance.

This was in specific response to an

article in the Lutheran Observer which advocated that pastors purchase life
insurance.

Walther reprinted the Observer's article.

Walther's first edi-

torial comment indicates bis basic objection:
If the [Lutheran Observer] were not to others the representative
of a living practical Christianity, then we would not especially
have raised this matter, but sadly, now almost all of Christendom
appears to have lost its conscience for this usurous method of
gaining weal th. What should be said about such pretensive special
zeal for a living practical Christianity of one who imforms the
poor preachers of the Gospel in a churchly newspaper what he can
gain from a shortening of bis time of grace, and make it a duty
and matter of conscience to care for bis family through the most
abominable usury?121
119~etter dated 25 February 1865, Walthers Briefe, I, 211. A similar
statement appears in a letter to Keyl, dated 27 December 1876, Ibid., II, 70.
The minutes of Trinity Congregation do not refer to this matter. ''Protokollbucb der Ev. Luth. Dreieinigkeits-Germeinde-St. Louis Jan. 1856-April 1865,"
bound volume, Concordia Historical Institute, St. Louis.
12 <lwalther, ''Lebensversicherung und die Prediger," Der Lutberaner, XX.II
(15 March 1866), 110-111.
1211

'Lebensversicherung und die Prediger," Der Lutheraner, XXII, 110.
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Walther went on to state that even the heathen have condemned this means
of producing gain, a clear reference to usury.

In a footnote Walther in-

dicated that he was aware of the saving or reserve feature of life insurance policies and the use of interest on the surplus premium.

He cited

the eighteenth report of the New York Life Insurance Society for the year
1863 which stated that the company could afford to pay the face value on
all policies, even though no policyholder ever paid more than the face amount
because of the investment of the premiums.
show bow this worked out.

Statistics were then given to

An annual payment of twenty dollars a year from

birth to age sixty would amount to only $1200.

With compound interest the

.
O 122
va1ue after sixty
years would be $10,66.

The fact of investment was
123
stressed in the promotional literature of the day,
and it is understandable
that Walther would have been aware of this.
In April, Walther wrote to Pastor J. A. Ottesen of the Norwegian
church regarding fire insurance.
Concerning the underwriting, I for my part would never insure
anything, but to condemn the thing in itself I dare not, for
there is a kind which is not tied up with usury. A mutual
insurance is an honest contractus societatus, in which all
participants undertake in common g-in (Gewinn) or loss.
Against that I can have notbing. 124
122!k!:!!·
123
Life insurance exploited the use of tracts more than any other
advertizer. "To the uninitiated and the doubter, the tracts proved briefly
and lucidly bow it was that a company, for a small premium payable yearly • • • could really and honestly afford to pay a final total sum so disproportionate to the premiums • • • • " O'Donnell, pp. 724-725.
12"'1.etter dated ~4 April 1866 Walthers Briefe, II, 29.
1

__J
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When the first major article on life insurance appeared in Der Lutheraner
in 1867, the last argument of three was that life insurance was based on
usury.

It was said that life insurance was despicable because without

exception it is based on the most horrid usury.

Furthermore, Biblical

passages could be cited extensively regarding usury, but few could be
raised in direct support of the other two arguments.125
In March 1867 Walther wrote to F. Sievers about fire insurance for
the Synod's Indian Mission in Michigan.

Walther contended that usurous

insurance comp~nies were intolerable, but that if the entire Synod wanted
insurance, he would not stand in the way. Walther preferred to "insure the
126
miss ion property with dear God."
This association of life insurance and
127
usury continued in Walther's mind even after the Synod convention of 1869,
but Walther himself made only few references to life insurance after this
time.

On these occasions he didJ.not make a thorough analysis of life in-

surance but merely reiterated and concurred with the criticism made by
"worldly newspapers."

These two criticisms were the two that generally

were raised against life insurance practice, namely the moral hazards such
12

\;espraech ueber die Frage: "Kann sicb ein Christ an den sagenannten
Lebensversicherungen betheitigen?" Der Lutberaner, XXIII (1 J'une 1867),
147-148. The other two arguments were that life insurance had the appearance of evil thereby making it repellent to Christian instinct and that
life insurance was not based on love.
126
Letter dated 22 March 1869, Walthers Briefe, II, 156. For a similar
statement see a letter by Walther, dated 21 January 1868, entitled "Geliebter
Bruder in dem Herrn!" reprinted in Lebre und Webre, XLIII (December 1897),
379-380.
127
.
W[ al tber] , ''Lebensvers1cberung," Lebre und Webre, XVII (July 1871) ,
216; W[alther], ''Der 'Froeblicbe Botscbafter' ," Der Lutheraaer, XXVIII
(15 September 1872), 190.
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as suicide and murder and that life insurance was a lottery.128

These

arguments will be described in greater detail below. 129
The argument of usur.y was continued against life insurance for some
time, although by the end of the century, life insurance critiques by leaders
within the Synod were usually made without reference to usury.
Usury was included by Pastor H. Kanold in the theses on life insurance
presented to the Buffalo Pastoral Conference in 1873, but it was not the
major reason for opposing life insurance. 13 0
Usury was noted in a brief article on life insurance in Der Lutheraner
· 1875,131 but was not mentioned in a longer treatment in 1877. 132
in

Nor

was usury included in Pastor J.P. Beyer's sermon on life insurance published
in 1878. 133

Usury was noted as a deterrent for purchasing fire insurance

at the Saginaw Pastoral Conference in 1881, 134 but it was conspicuously
128w[alther], ''Lebensversicherung," Der Lutheraner, XXVII (15 September
1881), 141; W[alther], ''Lebensversicherung," Der Lutheraner, XXVIII
(1 January-1 March 1892), 54; 84.
129
Infra, Chapter VI, esp. pp. 176-182.
130Minutes of 11-14 June 1873. "Protocoll of the Buffalo District
Pastoral Conference, 1871-1887," bound ledger volume, Concordia Historical
Institute, St. Louis, p. 54.
1311'Lebensversicherung, 11 Der Lutberaner, XXXI,(l December 1875), 183.
132Ph. St., ''Lebensversicberung," Der Lutheraner, XXXII'I (15 April 1877),
61-62.
133J. P. Beyer, Warum ke1.n
. Cbr1.stenmensc
.
h mi.. t gutem Gewi.ssen
.
sein
Leben versichern kann. Predigt, gehalten in der Kirche der eistern deutachen
ev.-luth. Gemeinde in Pittsburg sic (Pittsburgh, Pa.: E. Luft, 1878). A
copy i~ . in the archives of Concordia Historical Institute, St. Louis. Thia
was advertised in Der Lutheraner, XXXIV (1 April 1878), 56.
134
''Protokolle der Saginaw-Special-IConferenz, von Januar 1874 bis April
1889," bound ledger volume. Concordia Historical Institute, St. Louis.
Bntry for August 1881, p. 209.
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absent from the theses on life insurance presented by Pastor Andres to the
Canada District in 1882.

135

In the 1890s usury was mentioned in a casual way in several treatments
.
136
.
.
137
of life Lnsurance,
but Lt was absent Ln others.

In the very signifi-

cant evaluation of life insurance by A. L. Graebner in 1892, usury was men.
d 138
t ione
,
but it was notably absent in the section dealing with life
.
139
insurance.
135

''Was ist von Vereinen zu halten, die asschliesslich oder Teilweise
die Lebensversicherung zum Zweck haben?" Missouri Synod, Canada District,
Proceedings, 1882, pp. 38-51, passim.
136Minutes f or AprLl
. 13-14, 1891, ''Verhandlungen der ev.-lutb. BuffaloDistrikts Conferenz der Synode Missouri, Ohio u. and. St." Vol. II,
,
1887-1900. Bound ledger volume, Concordia Historical Institute, St. Louis,
P• 99. The presentation was by Pastor J.P. Beyer. Minutes for August
21-23, 1894, ''Verhandlungen der Central Illinois Distrikts Conferenz,"
bound ledger volume, archives of the Central Illinois District of the
Lutheran Church--Missouri Synod, Springfield, Illinois, p. 207; and c. c.
Schmidt, "Von dem Uebel der Lebensversicherungen," pamphlet published in
St. Louis by Concordia Publishing House, 1893. This also appeared in
Magazin fuer ev.-luth. Homiletik, XVII (August 1893), 237-244.
137
Minutes for May 27-29, 1892, ''Protokoll der New York and New England
Districts Conference, 1886-1896." Bound ledger volume, Concordia Historical
Institute, St. Louis, Missouri. These theses were also prepared by Pastor
J.P. Beyer. ''Was ist von Lebensversicherungen zu halten?" Lutherisches
Volksblatt, XXVI (25 June-9 July-23 July-6 August 1896), 97-98; 105-106;
113-114;" 121-122. o. L. H [ohenstein ], ''Lebensversicherungen im Lichte der
heiligen Schrift," Lehre und Webre, XLV (September-OCtober 1899), 261-270;
229-307. This was the result of theses presented to the Central Illinois
Pastoral Conference in 1897 and 1898; minutes for 10-12 September 1896
(Central Illinois), pp. 230, 238-244; minutes for 12-15 October 1897
(Central Illinois), pp. 1-22. For an incidental treatment of life insurance in wbic h usury is not mentioned, see Pastor M. Adams , "Warum sol len
wir fortfahre muthig gegen das suendliche Weltwesen zu zeugen?" Missouri
Synod, Nebraska District, Proceedings, 1900, pp. 14-15.
138
~ . , XLVIII, 25-2 7.

CHAPTER VI

MISSOURI SYNOD ATl'ITUDES TOWARD THE THEORY AND
PRACTICE OF LIFE INSURA?CE:

1867-1902

Introduction
The writer will attempt to describe in this chapter the various arguments which the Synod raised against life insurance in the thirty-five
year span from 1867-1902.

The initial reactions to life insurance were

described in a previous chapter.

It was in 1867 that the most popular

treatment of life insurance within the Synod first appeared.

The adver-

tisement of this article in pamphiet form as late 1895 in Der Lutheraner
indicates both its significance and a general uniformity and consistency
of opinion regarding life insurance within the Synod.

That constancy

did in fact exist, although there were changes of a somewhat subtle
nature.

There is no indication in the documents that the leaders of the

Synod were necessarily aware of these changes.
The terminal date of 1902 is somewhat arbitrary.

The date was

chosen primarily because it was in that year that the Aid Association
for Lutherans was founded~

The organization of this fraternal society

as much as any other event both signalled and helped to precipitate
changes in attitude within the Synod.

Although the Aid Association for

Lutherans was originally not technically a life insurance company but a
fraternal assessment society and not dissimilar from a number of other
smaller societies within the Synod, it did cause many to reconsider the

1S1
traditional view and to arrive at different positions regarding life insurance.

But this story is reserved for a later chapter.

Reserved also

for another chapter are the attitudes of the Synod regarding fraternal
insurance and insurance groups within congregations during the period
from 1867 to 1902.

The present chapter is .c onfined to a presentation of

the writer's research on the Synod's attitudes toward commercial life insurance, that is , stock and mutual life insurance companies.
In the period from 1867-1902, the issue of life insurance was spotlighted in the Synod's periodical literature in feature articles and
especially in shorter notes and observations.

Pastoral Conferences dis-

cussed the issue, in some conferences on a fairly regular basis.

At

least two of the prominent leaders of the Synod preached and published
sermons regarding life insurance.

Although the issue never was raised

on the floor of the Synod's conventions, all indications lead to the
conclusion that there was general consensus of the Synod regarding life
insurance.
Since the period from 1867-1902 was characterized by only moderate
development of thought and no discoverable controversies over life insurance, the material is best presented thematically, rather than on a
strictly chronological pattern.
The materials used in this section include the official synodical
publications, such as Der Lutheraner, Lehre und Wehre, Magazin fuer
ev.-luth. Romiletik, the proceedings of the Synodical conventions 1
various District proceedings, 1 The Lutheran Witness (which during this
lTbe proceedings of the Synod will be cited in the following
manner: Missouri Synod , Proceedings , followed by the year and page
reference.
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period was not an official publication of the Synod), and the minutes of
district and area pastoral conferences. 2
The Search for Reasons and Rhetoric
The first major treatment of life insurance in the Missouri Synod
literature occurred in 1867, in an article in Der Lutheraner.
ticle titled ''Conversation on the Question:

The ar-

Can a Christian participate

in the So-called Life Insurances?"3 The fact that none of the three
major arguments against life insurance in this article was retained as a
major argument at the end of this period (1867 to 1902) 1 indicates that
leaders of the Synod had become convinced that life insurance was not
permissible for Christians, but also that they had to search and grope
for the proper Biblical and logical grounds to support their position.
The period is characterized by a variety of approaches, although none

seemed to be held in exclusion to other lines of reasoning in condemning
1ife insurance •
In the article in 1867, there were three objections lodged against
life insurance:

(1)

Life insurance had an "evil appearance" and was op-

posed to Christian sentiment;

(2) Life insurance was not based upon

2often the entire essay was recorded in the minutes. Most of these
minutes from the nineteenth and early twentieth century, insofar as they
are still extant, are located in Concordia Historical Institute, the
official archives of the Missouri Synod and located in St. Louis. Some
of ' the District archives of the Synod were also consulted. Most of these
minutes were recorded in bound ledger volumes• This will be indicated by
the abbreviation: BLV. Concordia Historical Institute will be abbreviated: CHI.
3,'Gespraech ueber die Frage: Kann sich ein Christ an den sogenannten
Lebensversicherungen betheiligen?" Der Lutherane.r, XXII (1 J'une. 1867) 1
145-147.
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love; and (3) Life insurance was based upon usury.

The first betrays an

almost instinctive aversion to life insurance and may be viewed as an
initial groping for reason and rhetoric.
clusively against fraternal insurance.

The second was used almost ex-

Although the first two arguments

continued to be employed occasionally against life insurance, by themselves they were rather impotent and never were stressed much in subsequent treatments of life insurance.

The third has been discussed in the

previous chapter. 4
The major article in 1867 stated that life insurance was "something
unnatural which contradicts Christian sentiment (dem christlichen
Gefuehle)."

Cited in defense of this were Philippians 4:8 and 1 Thessa-

lonians 5:22. 5

Life insurance was evil in appearance because it seemed

to transform death, the spiritual climate of one's life, into an economic transaction.

The article stated:

Thus the early death, hence the shortening of one's time of grace
(Gnadenzeit), is made into a source of earthly business, the
value of the human life being reckoned and translated into money,
for the life which God has taken from the man is demanded, disposed of and received as a monetary compensation. 6
This view was reinforced in the eyes of the writer by the fact that
4 supra , Chap. V.
51 'Gespraech," Der Lutheraner, XXII, 146.

Phil. 4:8 reads,
Finally, brethren, whatever is true, whatever is honorable , whatever
is just, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is gracious,
if there is any excellence, if there is anything worthy' of praise,
think about these things." 1 Thees. 5 :22 reads , "Abstain from every
form of evil." All quotations are from the Revised Standard Version
unless indicated. In the case of the latter passage it is important
to note that the German Bible translates this "avoid everything that
appears evil . (boesen Schein)."
6 tbid.
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creditors could be made beneficiaries of policies, thereby paying one.• s
debts through death.

Although indemnification became the major argument

against life insurance by the end of the century, in 1867 it was not a
major reason for opposing life insurance.

Nor was life insurance termed

stealing, a sin against the seventh commandment, which was a locus for
firmer ground in subsequent treatments.

Furthermore, the death benefit

was viewed in 1867 as a compensation for the grief experienced at the
loss of a loved one, not as an indemnification for the loss of life or
loss of earning power. 7

Although subsequent treatments of life insurance

were to focus on the gambling aspect, the argument of "sentiment" or
"instinct" continued as an independent argument.
There is no way to demonstrate that Walther was the author of this
article, but the application of Scripture in the manner described above
was not altogether foreign to Walther.

Whatever migh.t be inferred from

Scripture was binding, according to Walther. 8
used by Luther in his rejection of usury.
lonians 5:22. 9

This argument had been

Luther also cited 1 Thessa-

This line of argumentation by Luther had been adopted by

7Ibid.
8walther said: ''What Scripture says by inference we are obliged
to believe and follow." Robert D. Preus, ''Walther and the Scriptures,"
Concordia Theological Monthly, XXXII (November 1961), 678.
91'Rowever legitimate the thing may be, it looks bad and has an
offensive appearance. And in I Thessalonian& 5[:22] St. Paul bids ·us
abstain from every evil and offensive appearance, even though the thing
itself be right and proper." Luther's sermon on "Trade and Usury,"
1524, translated by Charles H. Jacobs and revised by Walter I. Brandt,
in The Christian in Society, in Luther's Works, edited by Walter I.
Brandt (Philadelphia: Muhlen~rg Press, 1962), XLV,, 296.
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Walther in 1864, when the topic of usury was discussed in Trinity congregation.

Walther stated that the taking of interest "rebels" against the

nature of Christianity. lO
in the transcript:

The following quotation from Luther appears

"I as a theologian have nothing more to condemn than

the evil, repulsive appearance, of which Paul speaks. nll

The argument

of feeling is clarified further in 1867 when the author stated that the
"source of truth from which a Christian alone created the truth, which
his heart and conscience affirm, is the Word of God. nl2
That Christian sentiment had not objected to the charging of interest since the age of Orthodoxyl3 did not deter Walther in the issue of
usury,

14

nor was the author of the 1867 article deterred from overlooking

Christian theologians and leaders who did not share the same "feeling"
with regard to life insurance.
The argument of Christian sentiment appeared in another anonymous
article on life insurance in Der Lutheraner in 1870.

The following

citation reveals the obvious difficulty in articulating convincing
ground for opposing life insurance:
1 °t>ie Wucherfrage: Protokoll der Verhandlungen der deutschen
evang.-luth. Gemeinde u.A.c. zu St. Louis, Mo., ueber diese Frage
nebst ein · en Auszue en aus den Schriften von Theolo en vor und nach
der Refomation und anderen di.eselbe betreffenden Documenten St. Louis:
Aug. Wiebusch u. Sohn, 1869), p. 50.
1 1 ~•• p. 71.

12 ''Gespraech.," Der Lutheraner, XXII, 146 •
13Ibid., P· 35._
14For Walther, Biblical truth could not grow or develop.
XXXII, 684.

Preus,
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Everyone who has experienced a little Christianity feels.
wit~out a doubt a vital revulsion (lebendigen Widerwillen)
against such an expectation in insuring his life with men; although not everyone may be convinced what is essentially sinful
about it. 15
A similar statement appeared in the minutes of the Buffalo Pastoral Conference of 1873:

"It goes entirely against the natural feelings."

Another perspective of revulsion is provided in the example of a widow
who said , "Now it is sad indeed that I have lost my husband , but I have
a replacement in the money for which he was insured."

The minutes con-

tinue that this "is no kind of upright, affectionate wife, but one who
has been turned aside by possessive ideas. 1116
The argument of "feeling" appears only rarely until the 1890s , 17
but it must be remembered that the article from 1867 was published
several times in the meantime and apparently circulated in the Synod
during this period.

The argument is found in evaluations of life insur-

151"Lebensversicherung' im Lichte des goettlichen Wortes ," Der
Lutheraner, XXVI (15 May 1870), 139. Italics mine.
16Minutes for 11-14 June, 1873, "Verhandlungen der Buffalo Districts Conferenz, 1871-1887," BVL, CHI, p. 50. Cf. P. Andres, ''Was
ist von Vereinen zu hal ten, die ausschliesslich oder teilweise die
Lebensversicherung zum Zweck haben?" Missouri Synod, Canada District,
. Proceedings , 1882 , p. 42. A more macabre account in the form of a
short story is told by Pastor Alfred Grimm a generation later. Grimm
wrote under the penname of Alfred Ira. The story is found in Bilder
aus dem Beisepredigerleben (Antigo, Wisconsin: Antigo Publishing
Company, 1913), pp. 56-61. In the preface Grinm claimed that story
was basically true.
17Henry c. Schwan, ''Thesen ueber das Vereinswesen," Missouri
Synod, Southern District, Proceedings, 1883, P• 89.
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ance in the 1890s, but in none of these was it a basic consideration.18
The argument was absent in many of the other treatments during the

nineteenth century.
Life Insurance:

Not Based on Love

The argument that life insurance did not proceed from love was the
second of the initial objections in 1867.

There are two probable rea-

sons for the appearance of this argument.

The first is that life in-

surance advertised itself as an institution of love and mercy.

Second,

and probably less important, but nevertheless significant, is the connection of life insurance with the idea in the usury controversy.
Although this argument was used more against fraternal life insurance societies, it was applied to life insurance as well.

Life insur-

ance literature often stressed the motivation of love and duty in order
to convince men to purchase policies even when they would not personally
benefit from the proceeds.

One historian of life insurance reports that

promotional tracts were very sentimental "and strove to play upon the
natural anxiety a father always entertained for the safety and welfare
of his loved ones."

The title of one of the most famous tracts was

18c. c. Schmidt, Von dem Uebel der Lebensversicherunfen, Predigt
ehalten in der evan .-luth. Kircbe zum beili en Kreuz Ln St. Louis
(St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1893 , p. 8. This was also
published under the title ''Predigt ueber die Lebensversicherungen,"
Magazin fuer ev.-luth. Homiletik, XVII (August 1893), 237-244.
Minutes for 29 April 1890, ''Protokolle der Nord-Illinois Pastoral
Konferenz, 1885-1895 ," BLV, CHI. Minutes of 12 November 1899,
•~rotokollbuch der gemischte Pastoralconferenze von Manitowoc und
Sheboygan im Staate Wisconsin, 1893," BLV, CHI, p. 55; ''Was ist
von Lebensversicherungen zu halten," Lutherischer Volksblatt, XXVI
(25 June-9 July 1896), 98, 106. This was published by a committee of
pastors of the Missouri Synod's Canada District.
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'The Proof of Love. 1119

The approach rested on the awareness that Ameri-

can society tended to be "individualistic, capitalistic, and competi.tive
• distinctly non-cooperative in point of view. 1120 One author noted
that life insurance was designed to serve the individual who in society
is independent and economically self-reliant.21
pendence is reflected in the sales literature.

This sense of indeThe Atlas Life Insurance

Company of St. Louis wrote that it was a man ' s moral duty to insure his
life for the sake of his dependents and for the sake of society. 22
Henry Ward Beecher, the famous nineteenth-century churchman said,
Once the question was: Can a Christian enter a life insurance
society with a good conscience? That time is past! Now the
question is: Can a Christian answer to himself to have neglected such a duty?23
When it came to determining the definitions of moral duty and of
love and the application of love, the leaders of the Missouri Synod
refused to accept the opinions of ''worldly authorities."

For the

leaders of the Synod there was only one source to be utilized for such
definitions and that was the Bible itself. 24
One argument adduced fran the Bible by supporters of life insurance
was the example of the canmunal arrangements of the early Christians in
19Terrence o 'Donnell, History of Life Insurance in Its Formative
Years (Chicago: American Conservation Company, 1936), p. 729.
200wen V. Stalson, Marketing Life Insurance: Its History in
America (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1942),
p. 16.
21~.' p. 17.
221'Gespraech," Der Lutheraner, XXII, 146 •
24tbid.

-
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Jerusalem. 25
resources.

The early Christians were motivated by love to share their
Life insurance, it was asserted, was the continuation of

this pattern of mutual sharing.
ers of the Synod objected. 26

To this line of argumentation the lead-

A life insurance society, they held, was

not a charitable institution, but a business contract (geschaeftlich
abgemachten Contrakt). 27

It appears that the life insurance agents,

generally poorly trained, if they were traired at all, at this time may
well have tried to picture life insurance especially to religious people
as an act of love not only toward one's own family but toward all the
other widows and orphans whose husbands and fathers have purchased life
insurance, hence a communal or joint effort. 28
That life insurance was charitable in nature was further rejected
because it did not assist those who were ill, aged, or otherwise in
need of financial assistance unless they had purchased policies while
young and healthy. 29

On the other hand a truly charitable organization

aided all in need, regardless of how much those persons may have contributed, if at a11. 30

The author of the 1867 article was careful to

25Acts 2.
26 [c. F. w.] W[alther], "Lebensversicberung," Der Lutberaner,
XXII (1 April 1866), 117; ''Gespraech," Der Lutheraner, XXII, 145.
27 "Lebensversicherung," Der Lutberaner, XXVI, 140.
28carlyle Buley, The Equitable Life Assurance Society of the
United States (New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts, Inc., 1959), p. 12.
Cf. ''Gespraech," Der Lutheraner, XXII, 149. Cf. Minutes for 11-14
June 1873 (Buffalo), p. 49.
29 ''Lebensversicherung, 11 Der Lutberaner, XXVI, 140.
30,'Gespraech, 11 Der Lutheraner, XXII, 147 •
Der Lutberaner, XXVI, 140.

''Lebensveraicherung,"
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point out that the fund for the widows and orphans of the Synod• s pastors and teachers was not life insurance, but a treasury truly motivated by love. 31
The rejection of the assertion that love was the motivation for

joining a life insurance society, occasionally led some to assert that
life insurance was not only not motivated by love, but was in fact engendered by greed and covetousness, thereby providing Biblical rootage
in the ninth and tenth co11Dllandments. 32

This was one of the points made

by Pastor P. Andres in the Canada District in 1882.

His fourth thesis

read that life insurance societies ''have been established as a result
of self-seeking (Selbstsucht) and also perpetuate and spread it. ,_.33
Andres saw this greed as lamentably typical of "our America where selfseeking rules most every doing and activity." Andres concluded that
the motive to purchase life insurance was not love for society as a
whole or for their own families, but the desire to leave a ''handsome
amount of money" for which they did not have to work. 34 Although the
argument of greed appeared in several other treatments of life insurance
in the nineteenth century, it was seldom a major argument. 35

In at

31 •'Gespraech," Der Lutheraner, :XXII , 147.
320. L. R[ohenstein], ''Lebensversicherung," Lehre und Wehre, XLV
(October 1899), 299. Minutes of 18-24 April 1900, ''Protokoll des
Pastoral Konferenz von Colorado," BLV, p. 3, archi.vea of the Colorado
District, Denver, Colorado, p. 3.
33Andres, p. 45. Pastor Peter Andres was born in Darmstadt,
Germany, in 1855. He graduated from Fort Wayne and St. Louis. Be died
in 1915. Der Lutheraner, LXXII (4 January 1916), 13.
34Andres, p. 45.
35E.g., ''Lebensversicherung," Der Lutheraner, XXXIII (15 April 1877),
62; Minutes for 11-14 June 1873 (Buffalo), P· 51; Schmidt, p. 5.
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least one instance, however, the essayist made this the key to his approach.

When Pastor J. P. Beyer of Brooklyn presented his theses on

''The Essence of Life Insurance" to the New York and New England Pastoral
Conference in 1893, his first thesis stated that: "The essence of insurance is a branch of the tree, whose roots are mistrust toward God and
self-seeking. 1136

Inasmuch as Beyer brought this argument to bear

against all insurance, he precipitated what the minutes record as a
"lusty debate. 11

Some questioned whether all insurance was in itself op-

posed to trust in God and was in fact based on greed.

The reason for

the objection by some pastors was that Beyer's reasoning would logically
imply every precaution against the future would be a fo1:111 of self-seeking.
Although these objecting pastors were not led by their own logic to approve life insurance, they did approve certain types of property insurance.37

As indicated earlier the argument was only effective insofar as

it could be demonstrated that the mechanisms or principles of life insurance were in themselves wrong.
The search for reasons and rhetoric went in other directions as
well.

Life Insurance:

Lack of Trust in God

Life insurance was viewed as a sign of distrust in God.

This in-

terpretation of life insurance was one of the main arguments against
life insurance in the nineteenth century, not only in the Missouri Synod,
36Minutes for 27-29 May 1893, ''Protokoll der New York und New
England Districts Conference, 1886-1896, 11 BLV, CHI, p. 175.
37~., pp. 184-185.
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but among other religious groups which opposed life insurance as we11.38
Within the Missouri Synod the argument tended to flow logically from the
allegation that life insurance was the result of covetousness or that it
was sinful because of the aspects of usury, according to the Missouri
Synod's general definition of the latter .

Thus the person who attempted

to gain income through such means or because of wrong motivations was
obviously not trusting in God above all things.
This was the logic in the article which appeared in Der Lutheraner
in 1867.

Having demonstrated that life insurance was wrong because (1)

It did not seem right;

(2) It was not based on love; and

(3) It was

based on usury, the article concluded that anyone who employed this unChristian means to gain income was not trusting Goc1. 39
One reason why the "argument of trust" assumed importance was because life insurance companies made exaggerated claims in their advertising.

One piece of life insurance literature stated

This mammoth institution of life insurance is the means for
protection against all the cares and concerns of life. 4O
Such assertions were at face value clearly incompatible with the Christian faith, but rather than recognize such claims as obvious overstatements, the Synod literally interpreted them as further evidence of the
essential sinfulness of life insurance.
38supra, Chap. Ill.
39,'Gespraech," Der Lutheraner, XXII, 148. That the argument of
trust was in the beginning not raised apart from some clear evidence of
misplaced trust in an object less than God, or as a substitute for God,
is clear fran Walther's Gutachten on fire insurance in January 1868.
Walther stated it was possible to belong to certain fire insurance
societies without losing one's trust in God•
4O,'Gespraech," Der Lutheraner, XXII, 148.
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Already in the 1870s there was noticeable a severing of the premises from the cone lus ions which were described above.

An early and

fairly typical example of this is seen in the thought of Pastor H.K. A.
Kanold. 41 At the Buffalo District Pastoral Conference in 1873, Kanold
argued on the basis of Romans 14:23 ("What does not proceed from faith
is sin") that life insurance tried to provide a means which was in
effect usurping faith in God.

Kanold quoted a passage of Luther, in

which Luther stated that the best examples of trust in God are those
people who know nothing of how they wil 1 be supported in the future.
The minutes for the conference report that there was a lively debate
over the exegesis of this passage. 42

This same line of reasoning was

apparent in other treatments of life insurance.

In 1870, an article in

Der Lutheraner stated:
The cause which moves a man to insure his life is either smallness of faith or unbelief or the desire for riches; in general
at the root lies the fact that one does not trust in God, but
in the Creature • . • and that is forbidden in God's Word,
judged and condemned (verdammt) already in the first commandment. 4 3
In a sermon published in 1878, Pastor J.P. Beyer of Pittsburgh, stated
as the first of three reasons why a Christian could not insure his life,
41Hermann Karl August Kanold was born in Saxon-Weimar in 1838. His
parents immigrated to America in 1850. He attended Martin Luther College
of the Buffalo Synod, in Buffalo, New York, graduating in 1861. Kanold
was called to a Missouri Synod congregation which had received a large
contingency of Buffalo Synod laymen in 1866. From 1886 to 1892 he served
the Lutheran Orphanage in tiiest Roxbury, Massachusetts. In 1892 he went
to Kansas, retiring in 1899. He died 19 September 1909. Der Lutheraner,
LXVI (19 April 1910), 121.
42 Minutes for 11-14 June 1873 (Buffalo), PP· 51-63.
4311Lebensversicherung," Der Lutheraner, XX.VI, 139.
sicherung," Der Lutheraner, XX.XIII , 61.

Cf. ''Lebensver-
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the fact that the Christian "thereby turns his hope from the living God
to uncertain riches.•.44

In his presentation Beyer made it quite clear

that the issue was whether one trusted the promises made by life insurance or those made by God.4S
6:17-21. 46

The

text for Beyer's sermon was 1 Timothy

In 1893, Beyer stated at the New York and New England Pas-

toral Conference that Adam was uninsured before the Fall, at which time
he had faith and trust in God and therefore all his needs were taken
care of. 47
Another sermonic treatment of life insurance was by the famous and
influential William Sihler.

In a volume of Sihler's sermons published

in 1883, there is one titled "Against the so-called Life Insurances. ,,48
Sihler's text was Psalm 118:8, ''It is good to trust in the Lord and not
to trust in men."
ture.

Sihler saw two evils spreading rapidly in modern cul-

One was the despising of God's Word and the other was the glori-

fication of man and man's ability to control the world in which he
lives.

Sihler's sermon, as the text might indicate, concentrated on

the theme of trust.

In the first part Sihler tried to demonstrate that

443. P. Beyer, Warum lcein Christenmensch mit gutem Gewissen sein
Leben versichern kann (Pittsburgh: Druck von E, Luft, 1878), p. 5.
Pamphlet located in CHI.

45 Ibid., pp. 6-7.
46"As for the rich of this world, charge them not be haughty, nor
to set their hopes on uncertain riches but on God who richly furnishes
us with everything to enjoy" (verse 17) •
47Minutes of 27-29 May 1893 (New York and New England), pp. '178-179.
48william Sihler, ''Wider die sogenannten Lebensveraicherungen,"
Zeit und Gelegenheits Predigten (St. Louis: Luth. Concordia Verlaga,
1883), pp. 72-79.
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a Christian could not participate in life insurance because such participation "strives against trust in the living God and strengthens
carnal (fleischliche) trust in human help and unbelief." In the second
part of his sermon Sihler listed five pernicious results of life insurance.

First, life insurance worked against faith.

Second, Christian

participation strengthened life insurance companies and encouraged usury.
Third, God's blessing did not rest on money which had been obtained improperly.

Life insurance proceeds were viewed by Sihler as the winnings

from a type of lottery.

Fourth, life insurance decreased a Christian's

love toward those in genuine need.

Fifth, the Christian set a negative

example for weak Christians.
The premise in Sihler's sermon was that life insurance was basically
wrong because it was antithetical to faith.

Sihler did not attempt to

demonstrate the validity of this except by identifying it with the wave
of human inventions of the nineteenth century.

On the other hand , as

late as 1892, one Missouri Synod essayist could cite a circular of the
New York Life Insurance Company which stated that ''Providence will not
send a cook in the back door every morning with bread, steak and potatoes, likewise shoes for the little ones. ,,49

It would therefore seem

that to some extent,, viewing life insurance as a lack of trust in God
was a position that was not arrived at independently within the Missouri
Synod, but was to some extent forced upon it.

On the other hand ,

Missouri Synod treatments of life insurance in the last quarter of the
century, did not make any attempt to show how it was possible to trust
4 9ii. Frincke, "l'basen ueber die Vorsehung oder Brhaltung und
Hegierung Gottes," Missouri Synod, Nebraska District, Proceedings,
1892, pp. 44-45.

166

God and still own life insurance.

Nor did all treatments of life insur-

ance try to show with clarity why life insurance was an improper means
for the Christian to receive God's providence.
The argument that life insurance implied a lack of trust in God ap-

peared in other treatments of life insurance, 50 although the moat effective opposition to life insurance lay in the successful demonstration
that life insurance was clearly a Biblically-defined sin.

An argument

that seemed to be very successful in finding such a Biblical base was
that life insurance was gambling.
Life Inauranc;e:

Gambling

The interpretation that life insurance was an unChristian and impermissible form of income characterized almost every analysis of life
insurance within the Missouri Synod during the period from 1867 to 1902.
Although this interpretation was present in the earliest analyses, it
was not always the focus.

By the end of the century, however, it became

the key argument upon which almost all other objections to life insurance
rested for their validity.
The argument of gambling did not appear in the Synodical literature
until 1867, when the feature article in Der Lutheraner simply stated
that
5 ~ssouri Synod, Canada District, Proceedings, 1882, pp. 42-43;
Schmidt, pp. 11-14; ''Was ist von Lebensversicherungen zu hal ten,"
Lutherisches Volksblatt, XXVI (23 J'uly 1896), 114; H. J'ungel, ''Btwas
ueber Lebensversicherung," Der Lutheraner, XXXIX (15 March 1883), 45;
The Lutheran Witness, I (7 March 1883), 153; "Insurance," The Luthe.ran
Witness, IX (7 May 1891), 180.
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The whole thing is nothing but a lottery, a game of chance
CRazardspiel), which is so gruesome because it is played with
the time of grace (Gnadenzeit),and in it each participates in
a gigantic usury.SI
This was not one of the three major arguments in the article.

The ar-

gument did not appear at all in the article in Der Lutheraner in 1870.52
At the Buffalo District Pastoral Conference in 1873 the argument
of gambling emerged, although it was not spelled out in detail.

The

essayist, Pastor H.K. A. Kanold, did not state, however, that life insurance was specifically called "gambling. ,,5 3

Nor was it called

"gambling" in the article in Der Lutheraner in 1877 • 54

In his sermon

on life insurance in 1878, Beyer had said that life insurance was inconsistent with Christian principles because through life insurance one
received income by chance, not by work.

Life insurance was nothing but

a game of chance (Glueckspiel).55
In 1882, Pastor P. Andres developed the argument of gambling more
fully by making it the first of his arguments.

Life insurance was

declared sinful because "through life insurance a reprehensible game
of lottery is played with the time of Grace which God has measured
out for us. 1156

Andres stated that God has given each person a certain

amount of time which should be used to "seek out one's salvation with
51 •'Gespraech," Der Lutheraner, XXII, 148 •
52111.ebensversicherung," Der Lutheraner, XXVI, 139-140.
53Minutes of 11-14 June 1873 (Buffalo), PP· 48-50.
541'Lebensversicherung," Der Lutheraner, XXXIII, 61-62.
55 Beyer, pp. 9-12.
56
Andres, p. 40.
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fear and trembling."

In the case of life insurance the shortening of

one's time of grace is used to make a great deal of money. 57

Andres

added that life insurance did not provide reimbursement for the loss
(that is, life) that was sustained as in the case of property insurance.
It was A. L. Graebner, professor at Concordia Seminary, St. Louis,
who finally spelled the argument in detail in 1892 in a series of articles entitled "The Essence of Insurance Today. 1158
His argumentation needs to be described in sane detail.

Graebner

began by stating that God gives His earthly goods to his creatures in various ways, in different kinds and unequal quantity.
sory faculties, and skills all come from God.

Intelligence, sen-

The temporal goods which

God has given should be accepted and protected.

There is nothing wrong

with protecting one's property against thieves by means of various devices such as locks, strong boxes, watch dogs, and other devices.

Fur-

thermore, people may band together to protect their properties. 59

They

may even make an arrangement whereby individuals are reimbursed for certain losses.

Graebner proceeded to emphasize that such reimbursements

should never exceed the actual loss. 60 Any payment which exceeded the
value of the loss becomes a profit and therefore a game of chance
(Glueckspiel). 61

In his explanation Graebner showed thorough knowledge

of the principles of risk upon which property insurance is based. 62
57

1bid., p. 41.

58A[ugust L.] G[raebner], "Das heutige Versicherungswesen," Der
Lutberaner, XI.VIII (19 January; 2-16 February; 1-16 March 1892), 'g:t1;
18-20; 25-27; 38-39; 47-48.
60~ . , ~VIII, 10.
61.!lli.,., XLVII.I.
591bid., XLVIII, 9.
62cf. !§ark R. Greene, Risk and Insurance (Chicago: South-Western
Publishing Company, 1962), p. 47.

1

11.
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In the next installment Graebner described in detail and by extensive
illustrations how fire insurance worked.

It was permissible for a

Christian to use it, provided that this was done on a mutual basis,
thereby avoiding the sin of usury. 63
In the third installment Graebner took up the issue of life insurance•

In life insurance , Graebner said, one may pay one annual premium 1

die shortly thereafter and receive a reimbursement of iaany times the
premium.

But reimbursement for what?

Pure insurance, Graebner con-

tended, is based on the precise determination of the actual loss.

To

prove his point Graebner cited a number of authorities, among them
French and Italian, replete with French and Latin footnotes which undoubtedly impressed the relatively uneducated readership of Der
Lutheraner. 64

Be that as it may, Graebner then proceeded to take up

the question of determining the economic value of human life.

Graebner

pointed to the loss of income to the family that occurs through the
death of the income producer, but he went on to state that no one ever
calculates what that loss would be and purchases an amount of insurance
for that amount.

Rather everyone buys what he can afford.

Furthermore ,

the calculation of the earning potential of the provider may be offset
by disablement, for which there is no insurance.

Thus a man may live

and have no income productivity but still have his life insured.
Graebner did not note that if productivity ceased the person might not
have the means to continue payment on the policy.
63G[raebner]

1

XLVIII, 18-20.

64rbid., XLVIII, 25.

Graebner ~on~luc;l.e<J
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that this made the arrangement nothing more than a game of chance. 65
Graebner then pointed out that there must be an insurable interest
for a contract to be true insurance, that is, the person who purchases
the policy must stand to suffer a financial loss in the event of the
death of the insured.

Thia condition did not necessarily prevail in the

case of 1 ife insurance.

Furthermore , the law held that as long as there

is an insurable interest when the contract was first made the policy
could not be voided if the insurable interest ceased to exist.

Graebner

concluded that there was: a diatinot _difference between strict indemnity
insurance, such as fire and marine insurance, and life insurance, which
made the latter a game of chance. 66
Graebner concluded the section on life insurance by pointing out
that nine out of ten policies in the United States lapsed before the
death benefit was paid.

In the event of a lapsed policy a portion but

not all of the cash reserves are returned to the policyiu>lder I thereby
penalizing the person who wants to discontinue his insurance.

Graebner

did not note that this procedure was that if people could withdraw
without penalty, there would be an adverse selection of risks, thereby
making the mortality tables invalid for purpose~ of life insurance 1

which in turn would jeopardize the whole undertaking of life insurance.
The percentage of lapses and the consequent economic loss also made life
insurance a gamble to which a "tender Christian conscience cannot consent. 1167

In Graebner's section on life insurance, gambling was the only

argument against life insurance.
65~ .

1

XLVIII 1 26.

66~.

1

XLVIII, 27.

67

Ibid.
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In the decade between 1882 and 1892 there had been relatively few
treatments of life insurance,68 but Graebner's articles seemed to spark
interest in the question.

There also may have been a growing desire for

life insurance among the constituency of the Synod.

In the 1890s a

large number of pastoral conferences placed the topic of insurance on
their agendas.

The Appendix indicates those conferences which we.re dis-

covered to have had either insurance or life insurance on their agendas.
The sources for this list were the conference notices in Der Lutheraner
and the minutes of various pastoral conferences.

The Appendix is incom-

plete since Der Lutheraner di.d not ~lways include the topics on the
agenda in the conference notices.
ference minutes were available.

Furthermore, not all the pastoral conIn the period from 1891 to 1902, a total

of twenty-eight conferences scheduled insurance for discussion.
The Appendix also reflects the new focus which Graebner had placed
upon life insurance.

The nine conferences which are asterisked had as

69
. tit
. 1e the d.i f ference
.
.
•
the1.1'
between f.ire insurance
an d life insurance.
Responding to Graebner's articles, the New York and New England
Pastoral Conf~rence decided, even before Graebner had concluded his
series in 1892, to discuss Graebner's interpretation of insurance at
their next meeting.7° Although the topic was not taken up at their next
meeting in October, 71 it was discussed in 1892.

The essayist was

68There were no major articles dealing specifically with life insurance in either Der Lutheraner or Lehre und Wehre.
69cf. M. Adams, 'Warum sollen wir fortfahren, muthig gegen das
suendliche Waltwesen zu zeugen?" Missouri Synod, Nebraska District,
Proceedings, 1900, pp. 14-15.
70Minutes of 25 February 1892 (New York and New England).
71Minutes for 18-20 October 1892 (New York and New England).
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Pastor J. P. Beyer, who some fifteen years earlier had preached a sermon
on life insurance.

Perhaps that was tie reason why he was asked to respond

to Graebner's material.
Beyer's theses tried to identify theological arguments against life
insurance; he was apparently unwilling to rely simply on legal arguments.
Beyer therefore began by asserting that life insurance had its roots in
self-gratification.

He then picked up Graebner's point in the second

thesis which read:
The essence of life insurance is neither a permissible Crechtmaessige) way to accumulate possessions, nor to protect earnings,
but a game of chance and misfortune.72
In developing this point Beyer tried to establish biblical support for
the sinfulness of gambling, whic!t Graebner had evidently assumed.73
Graebner's assumption was shared with many others within the Synod.74
Since the Bible does not state directly that gambling is wrong,75 Beyer
argued inferentially.

This procedure was not consistent with the. way in

72Minutes for 27-29 May 1893 (New York and New England), p. 179.
73The deficiency may have been brought to Graebner's attention, for
early in 1893 he published another series of articles on the topic of
gambling. A[ugust] G[raebner], ''Von Glueckspielen, Spielgewinnst und
Spielverlust ," Der Lutheraner, XLIX (3-17-31 January; 14 February 1893),
2-3; 9-13; 17-18; 26-27. The articles may also have been prompted by the
fact that at this time the last state outlawed private lotteries in 1893.
Cf. Albert H. Morehead and ''X," ''Gambling and Betting," Encyclopedia
Britannica, 1960 1 IX, 99.
74cf. ''Lotterie," Der Lutheraner, XVII (16 April 1861) 1 142; ''Ueber
Pairs und Lotterien zu 'guten zwecke.n, '" Der Lutheraner, XXVIII (15
March-1 May 1872), 90-91; 116-118; M[artin] G[ue.nther], ''Kirchliche
Lotterien verdienstlich," Der Lutheraner, XXX Cl April 1874), 53.
75 Morehead and ''X," IX, 998. Cf. ''Gambling and Lotteries," Lutheran
Cyclopedia (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House_, 195~), pp. 401-402.
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which the Synod approached other issues not addressed specifically by
the Bible. 76

Beyer listed the various ways described and apparently ap-

proved in the Bible of how persons gained income.
work as in the case of Adam;

They are: (1) Through

(2) By gifts as in the case of Noah;

(3)

Through inheritance as in the case of Isaac's inheritance from Abraham;
and

(4) Through legitimate purchase, as Abraham had purchased a burial

site for Sarah.

Beyer concluded that since life insurance employed none

of these methods it had to be considered illegal income. 77
also cited regarding gambling and greed. 78

Luther was

It had been argued in earlier

analyses of life insurance that the Christian was to obtain his sustenance through labor, but this point bad never been explored extensively
prior to Beyer's treatment. 79
The necessity of labor has been discussed earlier in connection with
the usury question, especially in the context of Luther's concept of ~he·:
just price. 80

Beyer's description of permissible methods of gaining

76The usual procedure was to classify such cases as adiaphora and then
try to determine what beneficial or detrimental effect a particular
course of action would have.
77Minutes 27-29 May 1893 (New York and New England), p. 180.
78~ . , p. 181.
791'Gespraech," Der Lutheraner, XXII, 148, where 1 Thees. 4 :11
was quoted. Minutes of 11-14 June 1873 (Buffalo), p. 53; ''Lebensve.rsicherung," Der Lutheraner, XXVI, 140. The article entitled ''Lebensversicherung," Der Lutheraner, XX:111, 62, stated that money is to be
gained through a calling ordained by God.
80cf. Die Wucherfrage, pp. 70;?71 , where Walther argued that the
interest charged by banks was the method for providing the income to
pay those who worked at the bank, what it was agreed was a necessary
activity.
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income was included in later treatments of life insurance, although the
fourth method, that is, purchase, was usually excluded. 81
As life insurance came to be considered a form of gambling, it was
viewed by sane as stealing , a sin against the seventh coumandment. 82
The third thesis of Pastor O. L. H. Hohenstein in 1899 was typical
of the basic view that was held toward life insurance at the end of the
century:
While insurance deals with compensation or an approximate protection of the estate of the insured, the so-called life insurance
on the other hand deals with the possible attainment of money or
possessions or with the possible increase of the estate of the
insured. 8 3
Sometimes what is ignored is as significant as that which is noticed.
The tontine or semi-tontine policies that were popular in the last third
of the century were not noted by the Synod •
In 1867 Henry B. Hyde of the Equitable Life Insurance Company issued
the first American tontine policy.

The tontine policy had been developed

in Europe in the seventeenth century, and there have been many variations
on the idea since then.

In America the basic features included large

81Minutes of 12-15 October 1897, ''Verbandlungen der Distriktskonferenz von Central Illinois," pp. 14-17. For the published version
see Hohenstein, XLV, 262, 299-301. See also the Northern Indiana
Pastoral Conference which in 1900 took up the question: "Does the life
insurance contract belong to the means whereby the father of the household may protect his family?" Der Lutberaner, LVI (18 September 1900) ,
300.
8211was ist von nebensversicberung zu halten," Lutherisches Volks~ . XXVI, 106.
8 3Kohenstein, XLV, 262. See also A[ugust] G[raebner], "Paragraphs
on Insurance , " Theo lo ical uarterl , VI (October 1902) , 242-243.
F[riedrich] B[ente , ''Glueckspiel," Der Lutheraner, LII (30 J'une 1896),
113.
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premium payments in the first ten, fifteen, or twenty years.

Unlike

normal life policies, dividends were not paid immediately on the surplus
premiums, but were deferred ten, fifteen, or twenty years.

Those who

died before that date did not receive dividends, although the beneficiaries did receive the face value of the policy itself.

Those of the

insured who survived obtained the dividends not only from their own policies, but also the dividends from the policies of the deceased.

If the

insured died, he had no need of the money, while if he lived he had a
great deal of money.

Tontines and annuities were developed to assist

those who might live too long, whereas pu-r:e life insurance tried to
protect the survivors of a person who might die before he could establish an estate. 84
The tontines were criticized by some from high within the life insurance business.

The chief crit i c was Jacob L. Greene, President of

Connecticut Mutual Life Insurance Company.

Greene argued that the mod-

ified tontines were a perversion of the idea of life insurance which
was to protect the families of the deceased, whereas tontines we.re a
sophisticated form of speculation for the wealthy. The tontine poli•
cies did not produce the large premiums that many had anticipated and
they eventually fell into disrepute.

They were declared illegal in

most states around 1906.85
Although the tontine or semi-tontine plan was popular in the last
third of the nineteenth century, and in fact was responsible for the
84stalson, pp. 36-37, 485-495; s. s. Huebner and Kenneth Black,
Jr., Life Insurance (6th edition; New York: Appleton-century-Crofts,
c.1964), pp. 33-34.
85stalaon, pp. 485-495; cf . Buley, PP• 92-105.
549-563.

O'Donnell, pp.
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resurgence of life insurance in the last two decades, 86 there are no
references to it in the literature of the Synod.
answers are plausible.

Why not?

Several

First, the critics in the Synod never thoroughly

investigated life insurance.

Since the tontine "Idea bas the attraction

of speculation for the buyer; he may win much or lose much," it is surprising that the Synod did not comment on the more crass "gamtiling'' aspects of these policies. 87

A second explanation complements the first,

namely, that the Synod had few people who were in a position to purchase
life insurance.

Even more rare would be the person in tb,e Synod who

could afford the more costly tontine arrangements.

Thirdly, it may

have been that in the eyes of the Synod's leaders, life.insurance in
any form was essentially evil, and tontines were merely another variation of that evil.
Life Insurance:

Other Criticisms

Having determined that life insurance was basically wrong, it was
not difficult for Missouri ;synod writers to find additional arguments to
support this contention.

One of the most frequently noted criticisms

was the moral hazard which accompanies life insurance.

By this is meant

the increased chance of the demise of the insured through a moral breach
either by the insured, the policyowner, or the beneficiary. 88

The moat

frequently noted moral hazards in the literature of the Synod were murder
and suicide to collect the death benefits.
86 Buley, p. 105.
87 Stalson, p. 488.

88Greene, pp. 6 -7.

This hazard occurs when there

177
is no genuine insurable interest, that is, financial loss, should the
insured die.

Laws on insurable interest bad been established in

England in the 1700s.

These held that "the law is settled that if a man

has no interest and insures , the insurance is void. ,,a 9

The whole matter

came to a focus in American life insurance when Elizur Wright, who has
come to be known as the "father of American life insurance," visited England in 1844.
aged indigents.

In London Wright saw the auctioning of lapsed policies on
Since the English companies did not have non-forfeiture

clauses and since the companies chose not to purchase their own policies
these were sold to speculators.

This could be done, since the law

(somewhat contradictorily) provided that if there was insurable interest
at the inception of t:He>.policy, the policy remained valid even if that
interest no longer existed.

Wright determined to correct this practice

in America and in the 1860s forced the adoption of non-forfeiture values.
This modifi cation helped ~o decrease the moral hazards, such as the
murder of the insured, to collect the proceeds. 90

The practice of

"graveside insurance" had existed in America also, which one historian
labels as "almost pure gambling. 11?1

The practice of "graveyard insur-

ance" in Pennsylvania about 1850 became so bad that finally newspapers
refused to advertise auctions.

O'Donnell reports that these speculators

89 Frederick L. Hoffman, Insurance Science and Economics, A
Practical Discussion of Present-Da Problems of Administration Methods
and Results New York: Spectator Co., 1911), p. 164.
9 <>carlyle Buley, The American Life Convention, 1906-1952. A Stud
in the History of Life Insurance New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts,
Inc. , 1953) , I, 59.
91 stalson, p. 454.
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would greet each other with ''How's your man?"

Five persona were hanged

for drowning a pauper whose life they had insured for $35,000.92
The life insurance business has been characterized as being rather
speculative in nature, although there was increasing reform as time
progressed.

Laws were passed to eliminate the "graveyard" speculation.93

The work of Elizur Wright "literally transformed Life Insurance from the

speculative process it was fast becoming to the communal and social benefit which is its true metier."94 Wright almost singlehandedly made li:fe
insurance a generally accepted form of financial security at a tine when
the life insurance companies founded in the 1850s were the result of the
speculative tenor of the times.

''Their officers had no adequate knowl-

edge of the work • .,95
But the passage of laws regarding insurable interest and nonforfeiture values did not eliminate all the moral hazards.

One of the

common hazards associated with life insurance is suicide.

Moat compa-

nies pay the claim of a suicide, especially if the policy has been in
force for a minimum period,96
Although few major treatments of life insurance in the Synod's publications or at pastoral conferences included this argument,!!!!:
Lutheraner and Lehre und Wehre published short notes from ti.me to time
about such incidents.

In 1871,

c.

F.

w.

Walther noted the American

insurance companies generally paid the death benefit of suicides, but
92o•Donnell, p. 743.
94~., p. 495.

93Ibid., p. 749.
95!!?!!!-, p. 463.

96John A. McCall, A Review of Life Insurance from the Date of the
First National Convention of Insurance Officers, 1871-1897. An Address
before the Twenty-Boghth National Convention, Milwaukee, September 13-16,
!!2!!, (N.p., n.d.) 1 p. 53.
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Walther's preoccupation was with usury, as evidenced by his editorial
comment:

"J'ust as life insurance companies swindle through usury, so

they are swindled through suicide. ,.97

A year later Walther noted the

increased number of suicides which had been attributed to life insurance.

Walther moralized, "As the tree, so the fruit, or as the an-

cients said, mali corvi, mala ova, that is, bad ravens, bad eggs. ,.99
Cases of murder to collect the insurance proceeds were also noted from
time to time in the Synod's publications. 99

In 1881, Walther observed

that even secular newspapers were raising their voices against the
swindling of life insurance companies.

Within a ten-year period at

least six cases of murder to collect life insurance proceeds had occurred.

The same article also noted a new form of speculation on the

lives of aged persons which had occurred around 1880.lOO

Walther stated

that even "a Godless paper itself says with justice that life insurance
is a death lottery (Todeslotterie). nlOl

One of the most bizarre accounts

to appear in Der Lutheraner was that of a woman who killed her husband to
97 [c. F. w.] W[alther], ''Lebensversicherung," Lehre und Wehre,
XVII (J'uly 1871), 216.
98(c. F. w.] W[alther], ''Lebensversicherung," Der Lutheraner,
XXVIII (1 March 1872), 84.
9 9viz., "In New Orleans," Der Lutheraner, XXX: (15 January 1874),
12.
lOOcf. Stalson, p. 454, footnote 22, where he notes that abuses occurred around 1880 in connection with assessment insurance.
101c. F. w. Walter, ''Lebensversicherung," Der Lutheraner, XXXVII
(15 September 1881), 141. Walther quoted from the Illinois
Staatsze i tung.
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collect the insurance proceeds , which she in turn used to insure her
two children whom she then poisoned .102
Incidents were also reported about the hazards of life insurance for
children.

In the 1890s "industrial life insurance" became popular.

Basically it was an attempt to make life insurance available to persons
with low incomes.

Policies were issued in sm~ll amounts, often for

fifty or one hundred dollars.

A further accoamodation was the weekly

collection of premiums, which were as small as five cents. 103 Children
were also insured for small amounts, with the intention of providing
funds to pay the burial expenses.

In the 1890s, the Synod's publica-

tions noted, instances werere-ported of children either being murdered
or allowed to die of neglect to collect the insurance proceeds.104

This

criticism may not have been valid.lOS
In 1898, Ludwig Fuerbringer noted that Canadian insurance companies decided not to insure married women because many wives were allowed
to die by their husbands to collect the insurance.106

Instances such as

1021'Eine boese Frucht vom Lebensversicberungsbaum," Der Lutheraner,
XLV (29 January 1889) , 21. Cf. ''Eine Frucht vom Logenbaum," Der Luther!!!!!:,, XLIV (17 July 1888), 117.
103Ma1vin E. Davis, Industrial Life Insurance in the United States
(New York: McGraw-Hill Book Company, Inc., 1944), pp. 5-7.
· l04,'Lebensversicberung und Sterblichkeit unter den Negerkindern,"
Der Lutheraner, XLVII (6 December 1892), 203; ''Lebensversicherung und
Sterblichkeit unter den Kindern in England," Lehre und Wehre, XLIII
(April 1897), 127.
lOSThis criticism was made frequently against industrial life insurance, but in 1898 it was denied by one critic. McCall, p. 42.
McCall stated companies were very careful in accepting those risks and
stated that the mortality rate among children insured was lower than the
average.
106L[udwig] F[uerbringer], "Aus Toronto, Canada," Der Lutheraner,
LIV (13 December 1898), 228.
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these were reported throughout the period from 1867 to 1902. 107
Such examples of abuse of life insurance, in the eyes of the Synod,
only confirmed its wrongfulness.

No Synodical writer was willing pub-

licly to interpret such occurrences as abuses of an otherwise good institution.

The views of Elizur Wright, himself a severe critic of life

insurance,

were not acceptable to the Synod when he wrote to life in-

surance agents:
I am proud to have belonged to your order. But a clergyman
may be proud of his cloth, without denying that there have been
false prophets, bad priests, and scandalously mercenary bishops.107
An argument against life insurance, which could have been exploited
to a much greater degree by Synodical analysts, was the instability of
life insurance companies in the nineteenth century.
drastic decline in the life insurance business.

The 1870s saw a

In 1870 there had been

129 stock and mutual life insurance companies in operation.
the number had declined to 55.

By 1882

The mark of 129 was not surpassed until

1906, when a sudden surge brought the total to 163.

During the 1870s 1

a total of 68 companies passed out of existence. 109

About life insur-

ance troubles between 1870 and 1879, one writer states
no one but those who were familiar with the business in those
troubled years can realize how hard the struggle was, or how
much effort was required to regain lost ground.llO
107viz., The Lutheran Witness, XVII (21 January 1899), 126;
F[rancis] P[ieper], ''Lebensversicherung," Der Lutheraner, LVII (5 February 1901), 41.
108o•Donnell, p. 700.
109stalson, pp. 429-430. In Ap~ndix 9, Table A, Stalson lists
the annual statistics for new companies and companies which discontinue, pp. 748-753.

net..
-Mecan, p. 29.
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But over-all the number of failures in the life insurance industry were
proportionately fewer than in other parts of the business world.111
Poor management, fraudulent schemes, unrealistic promises, and overcapitalization were among the main reasons for failure.11 2

All these

led to what one writer has termed ''The Revolt against the Industry. 11113
These failures led to serious problems for many policyholders. 114
Although American life insurance companies were in obviously difficult times and subject to much valid criticism, the literature o~
the Synod almost completely ignored this criticism of American companies.

In 1870 Der Lutheraner quoted a German paper which stated that

since 1844, 179 of England's 250 life insurance companies had gone out
of existence.

The editorial simply commented that agents swindled

Christians into thinking life insurance was charitable and necessary. 115
In 1887 Der Lutheraner quoted another newspaper which had in turn cited
the Insurance Commissioner of Massachusetts who "cited the atrocious
number of failures or partial failures among life insurance companies. 116
111 rbid., p . 20.
112 Ibid., p. 29; Stalson, p. 416.
113~ . , pp. 401-427.
114~ . , p. 429.

Most companies went into receiverships.

llS"Die Versicherungsgesellscbaften.'' Der Lutheraner, XXVII.
(1 September 1870), 6.
116,'Lebensversicherung," Der Lutheraner, XI.II.I (15 February 1887),
32-33.
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The "Official" Position of the Missouri
Synod toward Life Insurance
In this dissertation the writer is concerned with tracing the process by which the Synod changed its attitude toward life insurance.

In

the course of the investigation the definition of the term "Synod" came
into question.

Some asserted that the Synod never took an official po-

sition regarding life insurance. 117

The question arises, therefore, to

what extent can it be held that the Missouri Synod as a Synod ''had a
position" regarding life insurance?
The matter of life insurance never came onto the floor of any of
the general synodical meetings. 118

It was discussed occasio~ally on the

District level and frequently at local pastoral conferences.

At the

general synodical conventions the doctrinal discussions (Iehrverhandlung)
117As part of the investigation a questionnaire was sent to the
older pastors within the Synod to obtain first-hand information and
clues for further resources. In response to this questionnaire several
pastors made this assertion. A graduate of Concordia Seminary in 1911
politely wrote, "Please excuse my ignorance, but I am not aware of a
time when the LC-MS is supposed officially to have opposed life insurance, tho' I understand that in my boyhood days some individual pastors
'went off the deep end• on the question." Questionnaire number 244,
Paul W. Roehrs. A similar response came from Rev. L. S. Faulstich ,
Questionnaire 393.

118 From the time of its organization in 1847 until 1854 the Synod
met annually. Since 1854 until 1965 it met every triennium, with one
exception during the Civil War when it met in 1860, 1864, and 1866. In
1855 the Synod was divided into geographical districts which met in tbe
intervening years. The meetings of the full Synod were known as
general (allgemeine) synods, as opposed to the district synods.
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were almost always based on the more theoretical doctrines of the Luth119
eran Confessions.
Rarely did they deal with more practical or ethical problems.

An exception to this tendency was the Synod's entertain-

ment of the usury question in 1869.

Questions of an ethical or practi-

cal nature were more likely to be dealt with in a district convention
and even more probably in a pastoral conference.

In the pastoral con-

ferences particularly pastors could freely express themselves on issues
with which they often had to dea1. 12 0
At the district level theses were presented by Pastor Peter Andres
to the Canada District in 1882, entitled 'What is to be held regarding
societies which have Life Insurance either exclusively or partially as
their Object?"121

These theses must be understood as an official pro-

nouncement of the district, for, according to the Synod's constitution
as revised in 1854, the individual district was charged to
119Thesen fuer die Lehrverhandlu en der Missouri-S node und der
Synodalconferenz bis zum Jahre 1893 St. Louis: Concordia Publishing
House, 1894), passim.
120
Most of the conferences tried to maintain a balance between Biblical, historical, doctrinal, and practical concerns. The following is
a brief sample of practical topics that were discussed in pastoral conferences: 'To what extent may a Lutheran pastor be politically active?"
Der Lutheraner, L (9 April lS.95), 67; ''Concerning the Amalgamation of
the Youth societies (Walther League), Der Lutheraner, L (9 April 1895) •
'Theses for Judgment on the question of whether a Christian can with
good conscience join one of the so-called Worldly Labor-SupportSocieties," Der Lutheraner, XXXVI (1 July 1880), 100; ''The Dance," Der
Lutheraner, LVI (7 August 1900), 251; ''Our Position toward the labo"r
union of the State of Michigan," Der Lutberaner, LV (25 July 1899), 135;
'Whether a Christian can with good conscience attend concerts as these
are usually held?" Minutes of 12 January 1876, "Protokolle der Saginaw
Special Conferenz, von Januar 1874 bis April 1889 ," BLV, CHI, p. 64.
121Missouri Synod, Canada District, Proceedings, 1882, pp. 38-51
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investigate and discuss in its annual sessions which articles
of doctrine to emphasize in its discussions and in its literature, against which false doctrines and weaknesses in life to
direct the battle, and how this instruction and defense is to
be carried on.122
In accord with this statement of responsibility Andres devoted the last
section of his presentation to the manner in which such societies could
be dealt with on the congregational levei. 123

The acceptance of the

essay by the District did not, however, place the material on the same
level with the Confessions, but made it part of the Synod's public
doctrine (publica doctrina). 1 24 Public doctrine could be formulated
concerning practical matters, such as life insurance. 125

Therefore the

theses of Andres in 1882 and those of 3. A. Ruegli in the same year at
the Michigan Bistrict on a topic which included life insurance,126 must be
122chapter V, A, 9, as translated in Moving Frontiers, edited by
Carl S. Meyer (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing Rouse, 1964), p. 153.
Die Neue Verfassu
oder Constitution der deutscbe eva elischlutherischen Synode von Missouri, Ohio, u. a. Staaten St. Louis:
Druclcerei der evang.-lutherischen Synode von Missouri, Ohio, u. a. St.,
1855), p. 7.
123
Andres, pp. 47-51.
124
cf. Arthur C. Repp, ''Changes in the Missouri Synod," Concordia
Theological Monthly, XXXVIII (July-August 1967), 459-461.
125 tbid., XXXVIII, 460. Repp cites Wilhelm Sihler who said at
the Syn~convention in 1874, that "one must either accept the deductions or deny the vehicle, which God has given men to draw truths from
truth, namely reason." Cf. Missouri Synod, Proceedings, 1874, p. 7.
12611saetze zur Beurteilung der :Frage: Ob sich ein Christ mi.t
gutem Gewissen an einer der hiesigen weltlichen Arbeiter-UnterstuetzungsVereine anschl iessen kann oder nicht," Missouri Synod, Michigan District, Proceedings, 1882, pp. 12-34.
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understood as an expression of the official, publicly-defined position
of the Synod, or at least of the respective districts.
The expression of pastoral conferences on practical matters must be
understood in a similar way.

The Constitution of the Synod provided that

the pastors of each District shall be arranged by the District
into several pastoral conferences • • • with their minutes to
be submitted to the District for review. 127
The essays presented at the pastoral conferences, as they were finally

adopted by the conferences.,expressed the sentiment and position of the
members of the respective conferences and districts.

As late as 1927,

W. L. Ernst's position on life insurance was presented to pastoral conferences, and was reviewed and approved by the Minnesota District Convention.128
Furthermore, the Synod's official publications, such as Lehre und
~

and Der Lutheraner, must be viewed as expressive of the thinking

of the Synod, and their contents belonged to the publica doctrina of
the Synod.

The Synod• s constitution stipulated that "the previous work

of the editors of official organs shall be evaluated and instructions
given for their future activity. n 129 That the publications of the Synod
were in fact considered to be in harmony with God's Word and Christian
consciences can be observed in the convention of 1869, when the Synod
passed a resolution regarding the usury question stating
That no one shall be compelled to an immediate change in his
opinion concerning the question of usury, and thus undue prominence shall not be given to the subject in the organs of the
127constitution of 1854, Chapter V, A, 19, as translated in Moving
Frontiers, p. 155.
128Missouri Synod, Minnesota District, Proceedings, 1927, p. 14.
129chapter

v,

B, 11, as translated in Moving Frontiers, p. 157.
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Synod, but the editors shall treat it I as they have heretofore,
according to the Word of God.130
The general condemnation of life insurance by the Synod during this
period may also be observed by the uniform public expression of the view
by the Synod. 'No public statement made in defense of life insurance has
been discovered in the period from 1867 to 1902.

Some pastors probably

failed to comprehend or accept the public teaching of the Synod, although
only two possible instances of this have been discovered. 131

In the same

connection a study of the various analyses of life insurance within the
Synod reveals a remarkable homogeneity in the basic uniformity of the
arguments themselves and also in the strong reliance upon previous treatments of life insurance, especially those published in Der Lutheraner
and Lehre und Wehre.
a precise manner.

The latter assertion is difficult to document in

Rather it is an impression gained through familiarity

with the documents in which the same illustrations and statistics are
used; often the sources are given. 1 32

Only in the instance of A. L.

Graebner's article on insurance in 1892 were sources cited in addition
lJOMissouri Synod, Proceedings, 1869, p. 106. Cf. [Martin] G[uenther],
Vorwort," Lehre und Wehre, XXII (March 1876) , 68. Other Lutherans apparently understood that the Synod had made usury an article of faith• which
prohibited fellowship with those who did not accept the Synod's position.
Implicit in Guenther's position is the fact that the Synod as a Synod was
opposed to usury as the Synod
131Pastor G. Bernthal of Richville, Michigan, asked the Saginaw Pastoral Conference in 1875 for "compelling (schlagende) reasons• which forbid a member to join a life insurance society." There is no indication
that Bernthal was dissatisfied with the answer he received. Minutes of
14-15 April 1875, ''Protokoll der Special Saginaw Prediger und Lehre Conferenze, p. 46. ''Rev. J. G. Nickel to A. L. Graebner," 18 October 1894 •
Akron, Ohio. A. L. Graebner Collection, CHI, St. Louis. Nickel said be
could see no real difference between life insurance and fire insurance.
132 For examples of this see F[ranz] P[ieper], ''Gegenseitige Feuerversicherung 1 11 Lehre und Wehre, XLIII (December 1897) • 379-380; Missouri
Synod, Canada District, Proceedings, 1882, P· 40. Minutes 27-29 May 1893
(New York and New England), pp. 182-183.
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to those which had appeared previously in the literature of the Synod itself. A writer in 1871 acknowledged, though apologetically, that he was
not contributing any new insights. 133

In one instance a pastoral con-

ference referred an inquirer to the minutes of another pastoral conference.134
The question whether the Synod as a Synod was opposed to life insurance cannot be answered with a simple yes or no.

As indicated, the

Synod's public doctrine is expressed in District essays, articles in official publications, and sanctioned presentations in conferences.

The

constitution of the Synod did not speSifically identify customs, habits,
and

mores in American culture which it condemned and for which congrega-

tions were willing to excommunicate.

Dancing, gambling, attendance at

the theater, and other facets of American life were never formally proscribed for the members of the Synod.

Even membership in secret societies

or lodges was not explicitly condemned in the Synodical Handbook until the
twentieth century. 135

Yet few would dispute that the Synod in its advisory

capacity opposed these activities.
133L[ouis] L[ochner], ''Wanm kann ein Christ sich nicht an den sogenannten Lebensversicherung-Gesellschaften betheiligen?" Der Lutheraner,
XXVII (15 June 1871), 153.
13~inutes 5-7 February 1895, Northern Illinois Pastoral Conference,
p. 322; the questioner was referred to the Central Illinois District.
135cf. VI, 2,b, of s odalhandbuch der Eva elisch-Lutherischen
Synode von Missouri, Ohio und andern Staaten 5th revised edition; St.
Louis: Concordia Publishing Bouse, 1924), P• 3. Cf. p. 128 of the clarifications which identifies lodges, and p. SO, regulations for the Visitors.
This does not appear in the fourth edition of 1899, except that the Districts are to inquire of the pastors how their congregations stand with
regard to "Bible reading, home worship, child discipline, confession announcements (Beichtanmeldungen), church attendance, Coamunion preparation,
the selection and use of religious literature, and whether there are any
separatistic tendencies, cliquishness (Conventikelwesen) and participation
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One congregation is reported to have had a statement in its constitution that "no one can be a member who belongs to a life insurance or
similar society which is opposed by the Missouri Synod. nl36
What was taught in individual congregations told the individual
church member what his particular denomination stood for more than any
official resolution of the Synod.

This study attempted to determine what

actually was said and done about life insurance in the Synod's congregations.

Although the documentary evidence is meager and although persons

involved in the congregational life of the Synod in the nineteenth century have almost completely passed from the scene, some facts have survived to permit some general observations.
To what extent persons belonging to Missouri Synod congregations
we.re aware that the Synod was opposed to life insurance is a moot question.

The reading of Der Lutheraner, listening to sermons and informal

conversations with the pastor we.re the layman's primary means of exposure to Missouri Synod attitudes.

From time to time pastors preached

entire sermons on the topic of life insurance.

Sermons by three highly

respected pastors in the Synod were published.

In 1878 Pastor J.P.

Beyer preached on 1 Timothy 5: 17-21 , with his topic 'Why no Christian
in secret societies within the congregations, and what in general is
the churchly disposition (kirchlich-sittliche Zustand) of the same."
Chapter V, A, 8 of Synodal-Handbuch der deutschen ev. Luth. Synode von
Missouri, Ohio, u. a. st. (4th revised edition; St. Louis: Concordia
Publishing House, 1899), p. 9. The same wording appeared in the 1855
revised constitution. V, A, 8, p. 7. Cf. John W. Constable, ''Lodge
Practice within the Missouri Synod," Concordia Theological Monthly,
XXXIX (July-August 1968), 476-496.
136Minutes 2 and 3 April 1902," Protokole-buch der 0'1.Ca.J.villeSpecial Conference," Venedy, Illinois, BLV, CBI.
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can with a Good Conscience Insure His Life. 11137

The sermon preached

originally in Pittsburgh may have found its way in one form or another
into pulpits in other locations.
offered for sale.138

It was reviewed in Der Lutheraner and

Beyer was the President of the Eastern District

of the Synod and for a time a Vice-President of the Synod. 139
sermon was that of Pastor
St. Louis.

c.

A second

C. Schmidt of Holy Cross congregation in

In the years after Walther's death and well into the twen-

tieth century, Schmidt was one. of the most influential men of the
Synod.

140

Schmidt's sermon was published in Magazin fuer ev. luth.

Homiletik, 141 a monthly journal of sermon outlines and sermons.
was widely used by the Synod's pastors.

This

Schmidt's sermon was also

published in pamphlet form with the imprimatur of Concordia Publishing
House • 142

The other sermon was by Wilhelm Sihler.

in a volume of collected sermons in 1883. 143

This was published

If the pastors of the

Synod did not preach entire sermons on the topic of life insurance, they
137Beyer, passim.
138ner Lutheraner, XX:XIV (1 April 1878), S6. The sermon cost 5¢
a copy and could be had from M. c. Barthel in St. Louis.
139Johann Paul Beyer was born in Bavaria in 1832. He came to
America in 1849, and graduated from Concordia College, Fort Wayne, and
from Concordia Seminary, St. Louis. The Lutheran Witness, XXIV (9
February 1905), 22.
140Questionnaire 376 by Siegmund Thies, 1969, states that when
Thies went to St. Louis in 1908, Schmidt was ''Mr. Mo. Synod!" Schmidt
was also a vice-president of the Synod. Thies also stated that
Schmidt's sermon "was the last word on life insurance in those days."
l41Magazin fuer ev. luth. Homiletik, XVII (August 1893), 237-244.
142schmidt, Von dem Uebel der Lebensversicherungen.
143Supra' p. 164.
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very likely used life insurance as an illustration of lack of trust in
God, stealing, greed, and covetousness.

was another natural point of contact.

The First Article of the Creeds
The creedal assertions about the

providence of God we.re integrally related to the Synod's objections to
life insurance.
The topic of life insurance likely came up in confirmation instruction and Bible classes.

Illustrations are not numerous, but the advice

of one district essayist on life insurance was probably typical.

In

1882, Pastor Andres confessed to his fellow clergy of the Canada District
that in congregations where members have ''barely learned the ABC's of
Christian knowledge, one cannot proceed zealously" against life insurance
144
societies.
Andres counseled patience, love, and wisdom, but he also
suggested that pastors take advantage of the opportunities given to them
in confirmation class, communion announcements, 145 and other pastoral
opportunities to warn members about such organizations. 146

Though pas-

tors were not to deal legalistically with the problem, neither were they
to remain like dumb dogs and unfaithful watchmen. 147
144Andres, p. 48. It should be noted that Andres was referring to
all societies which had life insurance as part of their program, including the various fraternal societies.
145 In the nineteenth century it was almost mandatory that every
person who intended to commune announce his intention in person to the
pastor a ·day or two before the communion service. The purpose of the
announcement was to allow for private confession and absolution and also
for spiritual counsel with the pastor. Cf. C. F. W. Walther, Die rechte
Gestalt einer vom Staate unabhaen i en Evan elisch-Lutherischen Ortsgemeinde (6th unrevised edition; St. Louis: Luther scher Concordia
Verlag, 1890), thesis 23, pp. 86-96, esp. PP• 89-91.
146Andres, p. 48.
147tbid., p. 47.
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That members of the Synod purchased life insurance despite the admonition of their clergy is probably true.

This fact was implied in the

article of 1867, in which one of the two persons in the dialogue who is
understood to be a well-intentioned but uninformed Lutheran did in fact
purchase a policy.148
tion:

In his sermon in 1878, Beyer told his congrega-

"Tear the nets and become free once again, and all who are still

free I heartily urge: remain so ...i 49 The Saginaw Pastoral Conference
was asked in 1875, what should be done about a member who joins a life
insurance society.

(He

was to be referred to the articles in Der

Lutheraner - l 150
There is no evidence to indicate that members were put under church
discipline specifically for purchasing life insurance during this period. 151
Why was an act which was termed a moral sin (Todessuende) 152 not
dealt with more severely?

The answer probably lies in several directions.

Few perhaps purchased commercial life insurance, primarily because they
were financially unable to do so.

Secondly, there were no concrete

Biblical grounds for opposing life insurance.

Thirdly, in urban congre-

gations, especially, the purchase of a policy could be held in relative
secrecy, at least until the time of death, after which it was difficult
to excommunicate.

Fourthly, the Synod's customary procedures on church

discipline were not legalistic but evangelical, in the sense that on
bl~ ••; ·

148
''Gespraech," Der Lutheraner, XXII, 145.
149Beyer, Warum kein Christenmenach, P· 9.
150tti.nutes for 14-15 April 1875 (Saginaw), p. 46.

151Theodore Graebner, Pastor and People (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1932), p. 110.
152 ''Gespraech," Der Lutheraner' XXII' 146 •
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many ethical issues, a person had to be convinced that his action was
wrong before he could be excommunicated.

Only if a person recognized

his actions as sinful and failed to discontinue them was he to be excommunicated.153

Furthermore, excommunication was not to be done simply

by the fiat of the pastor, but the entire congregation was to be in-

volved.

If an excanmunication would lead to turmoil within a congrega-

tion, the person was not to be excommunicated. 154
Though it was not exactly church discipline, one pastor who graduated from the seminary in 1887, had s o much pressure applied to him by
pastors in his conference that he had to drop his policy. 155
Nevertheless, there was some confusion as to how congregations were
to deal with members who purchased life insurance policies, as evidenced
by a letter from Pastor Theodore Siek of Vallonia, Indiana, to A. L.

Graebner in 1893.

Siek wrote that there was some confusion about the

matter of insurance among pastors and that an opinion (Gutachten) from
the seminary faculty, which might also be published in Lehre und Wehre,
153This procedure was outlined by Walther with regard to the usury
question in the 1860s. Cf . Walther to· Pastor St. Keyl, 25 February 1865,
Briefe von c. F. W. Walther an seine Freunde, Synodalgenossen und
Familienglieder, edited by L. Fuerbringer (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1915), I, 211.
154walther, Die rechte Gestalt, pp. 36-38. Walther cited orthodox
theologian Ludwig Hartmann who wrote , ''Those who cannot be excouanunicated without provoking a tumult should not be banned." Translation by
John Theodore Mueller, The Form of a Christian Congregation (St. Louis:
Concordia Publishing House, 1963), p. 36.
lSSQuestionnaire 363, G. A. Kuhlmann, wrote about his father-in-law,
Dr. A. W. Meyer, a former president of St. Johb's College, Winfield,
Kansas.
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would help to clarify matters. 156 Unfortunately, Graebner's reply is
not known.

Perhaps he referred the young pastor to his articles on in-

surance in Der Lutheraner in 1892.
There were other problems that the congregations of the Synod had
to resolve in dealing with members who purchased life insurance policies.
In 1891 the Buffalo District Pastoral Conference discussed the possibility of a congregation being the beneficiary of a life insurance policy.
It was decided that under no circumstances could this occur, which was
advice somewhat different from that given by Walther about the case of
individual recipients. 157

It was then asked if a congregation could re-

ceive part of an estate, partially comprised of life insurance proceeds.
The conference advised that such a situation was to be avoided.

In both

instances the pastor was to admonish the person and try to persuade him
to discontinue the insurance.1 58
Although the Synod never passed any official resolutions regarding
life insurance , most members of the Synod were convinced that on the
basis of Scriptural principles life insurance as practiced in America
was indeed sinful.

There is no indication in the Synod's literature of

the nineteenth century that there was ever any dissent from this
1561.etter fran Theo. Siek to A. L. Graebner, 14 December 1893,
A. L. Graebner Collection, CHI.
157wal ther to unknown recipient, 13 May 1880, Wadewitz Transcription, CHI. Walther stated it was permissible to be a beneficiary of a
policy, though one would not be a policyholder.
158Minutes of 6-7 January 1891, ''Verhandlungen der ev.-luth. BuffaloDistricts-Conferenz der Synode von Missouri, Ohio u. a. St. No. II.
1887-1900," BLV, GHI, pp. 96-97.
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interpretation of life insurance.

On the other hand, life insurance was

also considered to be a problem to be dealt with pastorally, namely, by
a pastor who deals with specific people and situations, as described in
the previous paragraphs.
Furthermore, the Synod's failure to take an "official" stand on
life insurance is consonant with the Synod's approach to other ethical
issues in the nineteenth century.

There is no ethical problem on which

the Synod made an official pronouncement.

On the other hand, doctrinal

essays at the general and District Synods as well as those presented at
pastoral conferences were considered to be the true interpretation and
application of the Bible's teaching and in this sense belonged to the
Synod's adherence to the doctrine of the Scripture as stated in Article
II of the Synod's Constitution.

But for all practical purposes Synod

in its advisory role had taken a stand and there is no evidence that
this was disputed until the twentieth century.
The Missouri Synod's Attitude toward Fire Insurance
Although the matter of fire insurance has been touched on in previous contexts, a more comprehensive examination of the Synod's attitude
toward it will help provide insight into the more general attitudes · of
the Synod's leaders toward insurance.

The tolerance and eventual usage

of fire insurance by those within the Synod aided the transition to acceptance of life insurance, since fire insurance helped to familiarize
persons within the Synod with the basic concepts and applications of
insurance.
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The first reference to fire insurance is in a letter by C. F.

w.

Walther in 1866, in which he wrote that although he personally would
never insure anything, he did not condemn all forms of insurance.
ance not involving usury was permissible.
of fire insurance. 159

Insur-

Walther was thinking primarily

This was to be the general attitude both of

Walther and the Missouri Synod for the. remainder of the century, and to
some extent for the first two decades of the twentieth century.

Three

years later Walther wrote to Pastor Ferdinand Sievers, the Synod's
Indian Missionary in Michigan, that he. preferred "to insure the mission
property with dear God" but that he. would not stand in the way of the
Synod should it want to purchase for insurance from a non-usurous company.160 The Synod did not insure. 161
The first known fire insurance group within the Missouri Synod was
organized in Frankenmuth, Michigan, in 1868.

Known as the Frankenmuther

Unterstuetzungs Verein, it was composed largely of members of St. Lorenz
Lutheran Congregation.

The Rev. Ottomar Fuerbringer, one of the original

Saxon immigrants, was pastor from 1858 to 1890, and is reported to have
announced frequently from the pulpit that members of the society who had
not paid their dues could do so in the narthex after the service. 162
159c. F. w. Walther to Pastor J. A. Ottesen, 14 April 1866,
Walther's Briefe, 11, 29.
160Letter dated 22 March 1869, tbid., 11, 156. For a similar opinion
see a letter from Walther addressed to'"''Geliebter Bruder in dem Herrn ! "
dated 21 January 1868, reprinted in Lehre und Wehre, XLI1I (December 1897),
379-380.
161Missouri Synod, Proceedings, 1869, passim, esp. pp. 101-102. which
deal with the mission activities.
16 2Rerman E. Zehnder, ''Teach My People the Truth!" The Story of
Frankenmuth, Michigan (N.p., 1970), P• 194.
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The Frankenmuth Aid Society was cited as a model society by the Saginaw
Special Conference in 1876, when someone asked what was wrong with a fire
insurance society such as the one in Frankenmuth.

The answer was nothing.

It was considered purely a business arrangement, whereas other societies,

such as health and sickness societies often had other associated activities which made them wrong. 163 The Buffalo District Conference arrived
at the same conclusions in 1874, when Pastor Kanold presented theses on
fire insurance, which was considered to be true indemnity insurance. 164
In 1876 the same conference stated a Christian could participate with a
clear conscience in fire insurance provided that "there were no charity
balls or other evils attached to it.165
Although there was apparent uniformity within the Synod's clergy as
evidenced by the previous two examples, the question continued to arise
in pastoral conferences.166

Perhaps the reason was the fact that the

Synod had no objections to fire insurance, and yet it refused to insure
its own property.

What was the reason?

The answer is unclear, al though

some light is shed on the question by a small resolution which was
adopted by the Synod in 1884.

The Synod stated that even if it could

not be its own insurer, which it could, it would not allow any of its
163Minutes of 14 April 1886, •~rotokolle der Saginaw-Special Konferenz , vom J'anuar 1874 bis Apr. 1889, 11 p. 46, BLV, CHI. Cf. Schwan,
p. 89.
164Minutes of 11-14 June 1873 (Buffalo), P· 48.
165Minutes of 24-25 October 1876, ''Protokolle der Buffaloer Special
Conferenz der deutsch Ev. Luth. Synode von Missouri, Ohio, u. and. Staat.
1870-1875, 11 pp. 131-132. BLV, CBI.
166rn 1881 teacher J'. p. W. Klemm asked the Saginaw conference if
property, presumably fire insurance on property, was permissible. The
answer was affirmative, provided that the company was not usurous.
Minutes of August 1881, ~ - , p. 209.
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property to be insured.

No reasons were given. 167

Not only was the

Synod assuming its own risks on its own property, but it was also pro-

viding a similar function for the congregations within the Synod.

The

question of the Synod's responsibility toward congregations which suffered loss through fire or flood was referred in 1884 to the individual
districts for recommendation.168

In 1887 the Synod decided that through

its districts it would support congregations which among other causes
might experience exceptional misfortune such as fire, flood, or lightning.

A commission within each district was to administer and publicize

the funds. 169

This arrangement was not a new departure for the Synod,

but merely a streamlining of administration by decentralization. 170
The year before (1886) the Saginaw Pastoral Conference had considered

the possibility of establishing its own Lutheran fire insurance society.
The conference agreed that in retrospect such a society would have been

very econemical in the Michigan District.

After a recess the Conference

reconsidered the proposal and decided to retain a passive role toward
any effort to establish a society, since the conference felt that the
fewer societies within the Synod, the better.

If congregations desired

167Missouri Synod, Proceedings, 1884, p. 84. It may be noted that
although the proceedings stated that the Synod was insuring itself, it
would be more accurate to state that the Synod assumed its own risks,
since it did not set aside special funds based on the probability of
loss, which is the modern definition of "self-insurance. 11 Cf. Greene,
p. 73.
168Missouri Synod, Proceedings, 1884, P• 83.
169~ . , 1887, pp. 83-84.
170For examples of this practice before 1887, cf. Th. Schoech,
''Bericht aus der vom Feuer heimgeruchten Gegend , 11 Der Lutheraner, v:xxx-,ivrTII
(15 November 1881), 174; XXXIX (15 March 1883), 46; Missouri Synod,
Proceedings, 1884, pp. 83-84.
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to insure their properties, they were advised to insure with non-profit
companies. 171

Presumably this was to avoid participation in "usury."

The theoretical approval of fire insurance, with the previously

noted qualifications, was stated in unqualified fashion by A. L.
Graebner in Der Lutheraner in 1892.

Graebner made a sharp distinction

between fire insurance which was a true indemnity contract and life insurance in which the loss was not calculable. 172

After Graebner's

article, fire insurance stood in clear antithesis to life insurance.

In

fact, many pastoral conferences formulated their discussion of life insurance in terms of ''The Difference between Fire and Life Insurance. 11173
By the end of the century the Synod sti 11 had not seen fit to insure
any of its properties, continuing to assume its own risks.

At this par-

ticular stage in the Synod's development, such a policy may have been
somewhat defensible, in that (1) Its properties were widely scattered,
allowing the law of large numbers to operate;

(2) It thereby avoided

the margin that would have been charged by a fire company;

and (3) The

Synod could depend on tha good will of its constituents to respond to
any disaster which might occur. 174
171 Minutes of 3-4 August 1886, pp. 317-319.
172 "Das heutige Versicherungswesen," Der Lutheraner, XLVIII
(2 February 1892), 18-20.
173c£. Appe ndix.
174
In 1899 a fire at Concordia College, St. Paul, Minnesota,
caused $5,000 in damage. Moving Frontiers, P· 348, citing Missouri
Synod, Proceedings, 1899, pp. 56-57. As late as 1914, the Administration
Building of Concordia Teachers' College in River Forest, Illinois, was
destroyed with a loss of over $50,000. This building was not insured.
The Lutheran Witness, JCCCIII (26 March 1914), 50-53.

200
Although the Synod itself did not insure its property, the congregations of the Synod could not afford either to assume their own risks
or to depend upon the District Support Funds, and by the end of the century the first fire insurance company organized for the purpose of insuring church properties was established within the Synod.

The impetus

came from the Rev. Herman Daib (1863-1941) , pastor of St. John's Lutheran
Church in Merrill, Wisconsin.

Daib became President of the Wisconsin

District from 1908 to 1916 and of the North Wisconsin District from 1918
to 1936. 175

In 1897 Daib became concerned with providing adequate fire

insurance for congregations at the lowest cost.

Insurance became very

necessary for congregations which wanted to borrow money to build their
church edifices.

With the support of his colleague in Merrill, the

Rev. F. H. Siebrandt, Pastor of Trinity Lutheran Church, Daib helped

bring the Wisconsin Church Mutual Fire Insurance Association into existence in 1897.

Known today as the Church Mutual Insurance Company,

Daib was elected the first Secretary, and from 1909 to 1941, served as
president. 176

The venture was met with some opposition by many pastors

within the Synod, indicating thereby that not all pastors agreed with
. .
.
t he pos1.t1.on
taken by A. L. Graebner
a nd otbers. 177

By the end of its first

year Church Mutual had insured 138 congregations within the Synodical
17 5Tbe Lutheran Witness, LX (25 November 1941), 405.
176 Ibid.; ''Letter from w. w. Schuster, President of Church Mutual
Insura~Company, to James Albers," 10 July 1969; xeroxed minutes of
the Association from 3 February to 2 December 1897, provided by Mr.
Schuster.
177Told to the writer by Walter Daib, Herman Daib's son,
8 November 1971.
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Conference located throughout the United States, but mostly in the upper
Midwest.

Insurance in force on church properties and the properties of

pastors and teachers came to a total of $323,546. 178
The company received valuable publicity when its right to sell insurance to congregations located in the state of Missouri was challenged.
A Missouri-based company supported by the opinion of the insurance commissioner of Missouri stated that Wisconsin Church Mutual did not have a
license to sell in the state of Missouri.

A Missouri congregation asked

Prof. A. L. Graebner for an opinion (Gutachten).

Graebner's opinion dif-

fered from both the Missouri-based cop1pany and the state insurance commissioner.

He contended that as long as the transaction took place in

the state of Wisconsin, the company was legally liable for any contract
into which it entered.

Legally a transaction by mail is considered to

have transpired at the home office.
dents in support of his position.

Graebner cited various legal preceThe Gutachten was subsequently pub-

lished and circularized in the Synod, thereby not only advertising the
Wisconsin Church Mutual, but in an implicit way carrying the endorsement
of one of the most respected theologians in the Synod. 179 As early as
1885 a Lutheran mutual fire association was organized in Chicago, although
no details are available.180
17811Bericht des ersten Rechnungsjahre vom 3 J'uni 1897 bis 3 J'uni
1898 , " xeroxed copy furnished by Mr. Schuster.
17 9undated circular, titled ''The Wisconsin Church Mutual Fire Insurance Association." The copy provided by Mr. Schuster has "1909"
written on the top in ink, but the incident must have occurred before
1904, when Prof. Graebner died. The circular may well have been distributed posthumously.
180concordia Mutual Benefit League, Concordia lCalendar, 1920, p. 41.

202

In this connection, it may be noted that in 1924 several members
of the Synod's Western District formed the Lutheran Benevolent Association.

The society was based on the assessment method and by 1926 had

one million dollars of insurance in force. 181
In conclusion, the general tolerance and eventual promotion of fire
insurance evidences a growing appreciation of insurance to attain a
measure of financial stability.

This acceptance and usage undoubtedly

hastened the Synod's transition from rejection to acceptance of life
insurance.
lSlA brief history of the company is contaired in "25th Anniversary, 1926-1951," published by the Lutheran Benevolent Association,
Alma, Missouri. Copy furnished the writer by Mr. Ray Holsten of the
Lutheran Benevolent Association.

CHAPTER VII .
THE MISSOURI SYNOD AND FRATERNAL INSURAK:B, 1863-1902
Introduction
In the nineteenth century the Missouri Synod opposed not only commercial life insurance, it also took a firm stand against fraternal insurance of various kinds.

Fraternal insurance societies were condemned

not only because of their insurance aspects, but also because of their
religious or quasi-religious nature.

Furthermore, the Missouri Synod

considered the social aspects of such societies immoral and corruptive
of Christian faith and morals.

For the Synod the religious and social

aspects of fraternalism were perhaps more significant than the insurance
features.

An indirect result of the Synod's encounter with fraternal

societies was increased concern within the Synod to take more seriously
Christian responsibility toward the sick, disabled, and socially disadvantaged within its own congregations.
As the nineteenth century ended, the Synod's congregations seemed
unable to meet satisfactorily the demands of its members for social
welfare and financial security.

Rather than allow persons to buy com-

mercial life insurance, or--more likely--to obtain insurance from a
fraternal society, the clergy of the Synod tolerated the development of
mutual aid societies within and among the congregations of the Synod.
With this development there was a slight but detectable erosion of
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previous attitudes toward 1 ife insurance and an advance toward the
eventual acceptance of life insurance.
The Development of Fraternal Insurance
in America to 1902
Fraternal orders have existed in Western culture since early in the
eighteenth century, when the Free Masons of England were transformed
from a society of craftsmen into a philosophically and socially oriented
order.

The date 1717 is usually used to denote the transition.

The

philosophical orientation of Free Masonry was basically that of the
Enlightenment and its religious expression in the form of Deism.

By the

end of the eighteenth century, Free Masonry had spread throughout the
world and had established a pattern of organization which was to be imitated quickly by other groups.. By 1728 there was a lodge in India; by
1730 a lodge existed in the eastern colonies of North America; in 1733
a lodge existed in Germany, and by 1771 there was one in Russia.

Other

fraternal orders soon were established in England, Europe, and America.
In England there were the Order of Odd Fellows, 174S; the United Order
of Mechanics, 17S6; the United Ancient Order of Druids, 1781; the Loyal
Order of Ancient Shepherds, 1826; the Ancient Order of Foresters, 1834;
1
and the Independent Order of Rechabites, 183S.
Free Masonry in Germany was very much the product of the German
Enlightenment (Aufklaerung).

Free Masonry in Germany was somewhat

1will iam James Hughan, Gwilym Peredeur Jones , and Roy Baker Harris ,
"Free Masonry," Encyclopedia Britannica, 196?, DC! 732-73S; Alan Frank
Wells, ''Friendly Societies," Encyclopedia Britannica, 1960, IX, 844.
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overshadowed, however, by the rise of the Illuminati, which was founded
in 1776 by Adam Weishaupt, a professor in Bavaria.

The Illuminati were

pledged to reform society from injustice and superstition.
the Illuminati were opposed to supernatural religion.

Religiously

Their radical

ideas about reform and rejection of supernatural religion did not foster
popular endorsement.

One scholar writes that

their sentimental and in some ways specifically anarchist
hostility to existing political and religious conditions could
easily be taken for atheism and subversive intent. 2
Fraternalism as represented in Germany by the Free Masons and the
Illuminati probably had a great deal to do with the way in which the
leaders of the Synod viewed fraternal orders in America, although fraterna l societies in America had a somewhat different function than in
Germany.

The organizational structure and philosophical foundation,

however, were similar.
In England the fraternal orders retained some of the philosophical
orientation of the Enlightenment, but in the nineteenth century they
tended to focus on the social needs of their members.

The so-called

"friendly society," a form of fraternalism in England became popular
because it met the social, emotional, and economic needs of the middle
and lower classes during the industrial revolution.

Among the forms of

financial assistance were funeral and death benefits. 3
Almost all of the European orders, especially those of England, developed counterparts in America.

By 1819 the Odd Fellows were established

2 Klaus Epstein, The Genesis of German Conservatism (Princeton, New
Jersey: Princeton University Press, P• 90.
3wells, IX, 844.
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in Baltimore.
farmers.

Its membership included day laborers, mechanics, and

The main purposes of this prominent fraternal order were "to

relieve the brethren, bury the dead and care for the widow and orphan."
Gradually, however, moral and non-denominational religious teaching
came to be emphasized to the lessening of the significance of material
objectives. 4

By 1876 the Odd Fellows had over 6,395 local lodges with

almost a half million members. 5
Other fraternal orders established in America in the first half of
the nineteenth century include the Ancient Order of Foresters, 1836;
Ancient Order of Hibernians, 1836; Sons of Hermann, 1840; and the
German Order of Harugari, 1847.

The first native Ame,:ican order was the

Actors Order of Friendship, organized in 1849. 6

These fraternal orders

in the first half of the century followed the Odd Fellows in stressing
assistance to fellow members in time of need.
run largely by charity.

They were motivated and

Assistance was not doled out systematically,

and therefore differed from the fraternal insurance which developed
after the Civil War, when the type and amount of assistance became a
legal right of every member and was based upon dues and good standing. 7
The traditional date for the inception of fraternal life insurance

in America is 1868, when John Upchurch founded the Ancient Order of
4J'. Blanchard, Revised Oddfellowehip Illustrated (Chicago: Ezra A.
Cook, Publishers, 1881), p. 22.
5
~ . , p.

25.

6Richard De Raismes Kip , Fraternal Life Insurance in America
(Philadelphia: n.p., 1953), p. 4.
7Ibid.
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United Workmen in Meadville, Pennsylvania.

The use of this date to de-

note the beginning of fraternal life insurance is disputed.

8

Although

the primary purpose of the United Workmen was to contrive a unique means
of working out employer-employee relations, insurance was included as
only one of the society's objects.

The method of insurance in the United

Workmen was the assessment system which paralleled, but did not consciously copy, the format of the friendly societies in England.

John

Upchurch probably was ignorant both of the principles of ordinary life
insurance as well as the disastrous results of assessmentism in the
English friendly societies.

American leaders of fraternal organizations,

such as Upchurch, considered features of commercial insurance such as
mortality tables, to be "ambitious sets of figures compiled by scholars
anxious to show their booklearning by juggling columns of figures. 119
Widespread distrust of commercial life insurance in the later
1860s and 1870s was one of several reasons why fraternal groups developed rapidly in the last third of the nineteenth century.

Owen Stalson

lists several reasons for the sudden growth of fraternal insurance at
this time.

Commercial companies had educated the public about the bene-

fits of insurance.

On the other hand, there was widespread dissatisfac-

tion with commercial companies, specifically the absence of non8 rbid. , p. 32. Kip questions the adequacy of the date by noting
that several other fraternal organizations were begun prior to 1868.
These include the Czechoslovak Society of America, 1854; Independent
Order of St. Luke, 1867; Locomotic Engineers Mutual Life and Accident
Association, 1867; the Order of Railway Conductors, the Catholic Family
Protective Life Assurance Society, and the Benevolent Society of California, all in 1868, also.
9Terrence o 'Donnell , History of Life Insurance in Its Formative
Years , Compiled from Approved Sources (Chicago: American Conservation
Company, 1936), p. 637.
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forfeiture clauses, excessive rates, dividends lower than anticipated,
reserves which seemed superfluous, and ''managements which seemed too
often greedy, autocratic, arbitrary, even dishonest."

Stalson also notes

the appeal of the co-operative idea and of lodge organization, and the
attractiveness of the assessment method as practiced in the nineteenth
century, with its low and equal rates for all members regardless of age
and with the absence of reserve requirements. 10
Fraternal orders were usually organized around occupational, moral,
ethnic, or religious backgrounds. 11 Occupationally oriented societies
primarily tried to obtain low cost insurance for various classes of
workers, such as railroad workers, telegraphers, and bank clerks. 12

The

nineteenth-century proliferation of social or fraternal societies in
America was largely the result of a social breakdown and a loss of the
sense of individual identity.

The chaos caused by the American indus-

trial revolution, urbanization, the migration of native Americans, and
the influx of millions of immigrants of diverse ethnic backgrounds demanded the formation of some form of social order for these individuals,
even if an artificial form had to be contrived.

Thus a patchwork of

societies sprang up across America; each society S'aught to provide both a
lOJ'. Owen Stalson, Marketing Life Insurance: Its History in America
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1942), pp. 451-453.
11Noel P. Gist, "Secret Societies: A Cultural Study of Fraternal ism
in the United States," University of Missouri Studies, XV, No. 4 (1940),
21-30, lists twelve different focal points for organization. Cf. B.
Franklin Frazier, The Negro Church in America (New York: Schocken Books,
1964), pp. 34-38, for Negro fraternal societies which included insurance
benefits.
12
Stalson, p. 454.
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sense of order and feeling of belonging for its members. 13

The function

of the typical fraternal society in the nineteenth century tended to embrace all aspects of the member's life.

The following quotation makes

this evident:
The typical fraternal beneficiary association bad features which
while grouped under the general term "protective" actually varied
greatly. In the main, they offered a death benefit ranging from
$100 to $5,000. Here their resemblance to an old line life insurance company's service ended, for in addition to death benefits
the fraternity also offered insurance against sickness, disability
and accident; it afforded a funeral expense benefit, a benefit at
the death of a member's wife; and some even donated the cost of
erecting a monument on the deceased member's grave. For the living there was a hall or clubroom of the fraternity, where besides
a place of meeting there were not only social affairs such as
dancing and entertainment, but lectures, athletic facilities, etc.
All these supplemented the primary machinery of the organization
which was the collection of assessments in the formative period
of the Fraternal Societies, and the payment of premiums under reorganized methods.14
Since the Missouri Synod membership in the nineteenth century. was almost
uniformly first or second generation immigrants, it is important to note
that American society was generally viewed by the imnigrant as a threat
to his identity as well as a source of hope which he had consciously
chosen over his life in the old world.

Although the immigrant was

13Rowland Berthoff, "The American Social Order: A Conservative
Hypothesis," American Historical Review, LXV (April 1960), 495-514.
Berthoff suggests that the hist"ory of fraternal ism in America has been
almost totally overlooked in the history of the social development of
America.
Stalson, p. 417, makes the same analysis, when he writes about the
migrating Americans ''who had left their home communities for the larger
industrial cities of the Bast and the vast hinterlands of the. West,
[and who] found themselves strangers among their own people; disjointed
from their several mechanisms for social intercourse and unsatisfied by
the rude, untried says of the new comunities • • • • For them the lodge
gave them new means , extra bases, for close personal association."
14o•Donnell, p. 627.
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willing to endure many uncertainties, he prized security in death.

He

did not want to be buried by strangers in "an unhallowed place, far from
his kin, forever to lie in desolate loneliness. 1115

A frequent source

for security, especially in death, was the local congregation, which
often played a role very similar to that of the fraternal society.
Marcus Lee Hansen, the noted historian of iamigration, wrote:
When a German-speakj.ng or Swedish speaking congregation was
organized, its theological creed created little interest. The
important thing was that a place existed where the mother
tongue was spoken, where one 's compatriots gathered from miles
around, where customs were familiar. • • • Around it grew up
lay activities which had little or no religious significance;
musical glubs, insurance funds, even cooperative merchandising
groups. 1
The statistics for fraternal and assessment societies in the nineteenth century are unsatisfactory.

Those which do exist reveal the

tremendous social and economic significance enjoyed by fraternal societies in the last third of the nineteenth century.

By 1879 there were

at least 136 benefit and assessment societies with a quarter million
members.

By 1885 there were at least 415 organizations and 1,838,000

members and by 1895 fraternal and assessment insurance accounted for
52 per cent of all life insurance in force in the United States. 17
15oscar Handlin, The U rooted: The
of the Great Mi rations that Made the American People New York: Grosset & Dunlap, Publishers, 1951), p. 174. Cf. Maldwyn Allen J'ones, Americm Immigration
(Chicago: University of Ch~ago Press, 1960), p. 231.
16Hsrcus Lee Hansen, The Immigrant in American History, edited
with foreword by Arthur M. Schlesinger (Torchbook edition; Evanston,
Illinois: Harper and Row, c. 1940), pp. 136-137.
17 stalson, p. 818. In 1900 there were three times as many lodge
balls as church buildings in the city of St. Louis. J'ohn w. Constable,
''Lodge Practice within the Missouri Synod," Concordia Theological
Monthly, XXXIX (July-August 1968), 481-482.
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Although the number of orders had risen only to 505 by 1902, not insignificant by any means, there were over five million certificates of insurance in force, presumably at a rate of not much more than one per
person,having fraternal insurance.

The total fraternal and assessment

insurance in force in 1902 was $6,530,000,000, 18 while the total amount
of comnercial life insurance was $10,505,000,000. 19

Thus even in the

first years of the twentieth-century fraternal and assessment insurance
still accounted for close to 40 per cent of all life insurance in force.
Fraternal insurance is even more significant if one considers that the
average face value of fraternal policies tended to be smaller than the
average commercial policy. 2

°

Fraternal insurance reached its peak in

the last decade of the nineteenth century, as may be seen from Graph 1 ,
which indicates the percentage of fraternal and assessment life insurance in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century.

Of the

seventy-six million Americans in 1900, almost one in fifteen probably
had a fraternal or assessment life insurance policy.

One may assume

that the percentage of American families in which one or more members
had a policy was significantly higher.
18

stalson, pp. 804-806.

1 9 ~ . , p. 821.
20 1n 1922, the average fraternal certificate was almost $1,100.00,

whereas the average commercial or ordinary policy of the Prudential
Company in 1922 was $3,723.00. ~ - , pp. 807 and 477, respectively.

GRAPH I
THE RELATION OF FRATERNAL AND ASSESSMENT LIFE
INSURANCE IN FORCE IN COMPARISON WITH TOTAL
LIFE INSURAICE IN FOBCB IN THE
UNITED STATES, 1870-1930*
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The Missouri Synod's Objections to Fraternal Societies
Although fraternal societies in America in tle nineteenth century
fulfilled a variety of objectives, many of them social and economic,
almost all of them had their theological rootage in the Enlightenment,
with its emphasis on natural religion.

Religion almost invariably

played a role in the operation of these societies, 21 and it was this religious feature to which the Synod most consistently objected. 22
In 1843, four years before the Missouri Synod was founded, Trinity
Congregation in St. Louis (pastored by c. F.

w.

Walther from 1841-1887,

and often considered as the mother congregation of the Synod) added a
paragraph to its constitution forbidding membership to those who belonged to a secret society, such as the Free Masons.
was the secrecy of the organization. 23

The stated reason

This is the earliest evidence

of opposition to fraternal societies in the literature of the Synod and
its antecedents.
21Gist, XV, passim, but especially Chapter VII, ''Fraternal Ritualism," pp. 80-111, and Chapter X, ''Dogma and Doctrine in Secret Societies,"
pp. 142-155.
22constable, XXXIX, 479-496; Theo. Nickel, 'The Church and the
Lodge Problem," Concordia Theological Monthly, XXXVI (March 1965),
131-143; Theodore Graebner, A Handbook of Or anizations: Their Relation
to the Church (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1948 , pp. xix-xl;
Theodore Graebner, ''Lodges," Lutheran Cyclopedia, edited by Erwin
Lueker (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1954), pp. 588-589.
23carl s. Mundinger, Government in the Missouri Synod: The Genesis
of Decentralized Government in the Missouri (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1947), pp. 144-145.
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An extensive criticism of fraternal societies appeared in a series
of articles in Der Lutheraner in 1849. 24 The first criticism was the
eecret nature of these societies.

Various Biblical passages were cited

to support this position, such as John 3:20 and Matthew 10:27.25
criticism was by no means unique in American Christendom.

This

The fraternal

orders were condemned by the general public in the pre-Civil War period
because of their secretiveness, which ran counter to the spirit of openness and debate of a democracy.
tantamount to guilt. 26

In the public mind secretiveness was

The famous incident involving the disappearance

of Captain William Morgan in 1826, was viewed as symbolic of the sinister
nature of secret societies. 27

The second criticism given in Der
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'Darf ein Christ sich den sogenannten geheimen Gesellschaften
anschliessen," Der Lutheraner, V (26 Juner - -10 July 1849), 169-172;
177-179; VI (2, 16, 30 October 1849), 18-20; 25-27; 33-35.
25 ~ . , V, 170.
26David Brion Davis, 'Themes of Counter-Subversion--An Analysis of
Anti-Masonic, Anti-Catholic and Anti-Mormon Literature," Mississippi
Valley Historical Review, XI.VII (September 1960), 211-212.
27John Quincy Adams, Letters on the Masonic Institution (Boston:
Press of T. R. Marvin, 1847), illustrates how seriously an ex-President
of the United States viewed the Masonic Movement; most of the letters
were written between 1831 and 1833. As late as 1894, Concordia Publishing House in St. Louis published a rather lengthy history of the
Morgan Account. A. Krafft, Ca tain William Mor an: Bin eschichtlicher
Beitrag zur beleuchtung des Logenwesens St. Louis: Concordia Publishing
Rouse, 1894).
In brief, Captain William Morgan of Batavia, New York, had belonged
to the Masonic Lodge and was in the process of publishing a book which
would have revealed the secrets of the order. Morgan was kidnapped,
taken across the border into Canada, and there drowned. The venture
was carried off by several lodges and by high members in the order , who
were also high civil officials. The obvious loyalty to an organization,
which in this instance demanded and received a loyalty higher than that
of either Christian virtues or public law, was viewed by many as a
severe threat to democratic government.
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Lutheraner in 1849 was that such societies caused Christians and nonChristians to socialize.

Though not sinful in itself, such fraternizing

could lead to the corruption of Christian virtues and even faith.

So-

cializing with non-Christians was distinguished from occupational associations.

The former was voluntary and yet sealed with an oath; the

latter was a necessity. 28

Thirdly, the claim by secret societies that

they were a manifestation of Christian love was denied.

The extravagant

ceremonies which accompanied the disbursal of funds was considered a
flaunting of love which was contrary to Christian charity which was to
be done in secret, or at least without ostentation. 29

Fourthly, Der

Lutheraner claimed that true charity must be done in the name of Christ
and in the context of the church.

Performing charity outside the church

gave the impression that the church did not respond to the needs of the
poor and it would therefore ridicule the church as the channel of God's
love in the world.

The article then suggested that anyone who claimed

Christianity and joined a secret society for finiancial security, lived

°

a contradiction. 3

Fifthly, the application of the term "charity" to the

activities of such societies was not valid, since members only received
what they paid for.

The charity of the secret societies , it was asserted,

was no more charity than the baker who sold three cents worth of bread
to a beggar for three cents.31

(This argument was evidently directed at

2811narf ein Christ 1 11 Der Lutheraner, V, 177 •
29~ . , V, 178; VI, 19.
30ibid., VI, 19-20; 25.
31~ . , VI, . 26.
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those societies which were more regimented in their aid programs,
whereas the third argument above was directed at those societies which
doled out money primarily on the basis of individual need.)

Sixthly,

the religious ceremonies and rituals of the societies paralleled and
contradicted Christian liturgies.

Even though many lodge members may

not have been aware of the contradiction, it was stated, nevertheless
the rites included invocations and prayers which were not made in the

name of Christ the Triune God . 32

Despite the religious objections, the

article recognized that the main attraction of such societies was not
the philosophical or religious features but the mutual aid. 33
The fraternal orders in America did not intend themselves to be
conscious or overt rivals of the traditional Christian denominations,
as was the case with the orders in Europe.

Fraternal orders, neverthe-

less, did tend to become the practical substitute for church membership. 34

Noel Gist, who made a sociological study of fraternal orders,

has listed seven main objectives which were valid for most fraternal
societies:
purity;
reform. 35

(1) mutual aid and brotherhood;

(4) religion;

(5) sexual morality;

(2) patriotism;

(3) racial

(6) temperance; (4) social

With the possible exception of racial purity, all of these

objectives were also clear goals of nineteenth-century churches.
thermore, the local lodges paralleled local congregations.

Fur-

The

32~ . , VI, 33-35.
33Ibid . , VI, 19.

This analysis is corroborated by Gist, XV, 143.

34See Missouri Synod, Michigan District, Proceedings, 1891, p. 33.
35Gist, VX, 143.
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similarities include weekly meetings (often on Sunday), morality, and a
type of salvation for those perishing from the "fear of loneliness and
aloneness in times of distress. 1136 The doctrines of the lodges were
often clearly enunciated and were an expression of traditional Christian
virtues:

honesty, unselfishness, loyalty, piety, chastity, patriotism,

friendship, protection, assistance, charity, sympathy, sobriety, brotherhood, tolerance, forgiveness, honor, kindness, chivalry, faith, hope,
and patience. 37

The

rituals also paralleled the worship of the church,

although little in nineteenth-century liturgical worship was as elaborate
as the lodge rituals which in dramatic format enacted scenes from the.
past illustrating the type of coD1Ditment the individual was being asked
to make.

With a Bible displayed on an altar, the dramatic rites--

rampant with Biblical allusion--portrayed a journey or pilgrimage, replete with ceremonial death and resurrection, a fraternal oath, ceremonial ablutions, singing, praying, _and marching. 38
During the 1850s the Synod established the policy of warning German
immigrants about the secret societies when they disembarked in New York. 39
In 1853 the Synod adopted a statement rejecting secret societies. 40 •
Articles in Der Lutheraner also warned readers about secret societies. 41
36Ibid. , XV, 143-144.
37cf. Chapter

x,

''Dogma and Doctrine in Secret Societies," Gist,

XV, 142-155.

38cf. Chapter VII, "Fraternal Ritualism," Gist, XV, 80-111.
39Missouri Synod, Proceedings, 1853, P· 39.
4 0ibid., pp. 42-43.
41,'Von geheimen Gesellschaften," Der Lutberaner, X (6-20 December
1853) 62· 69· ''Freimaurer," Der Lutheraner, IX (16 August 1853), 181;
XI (2i No~m~r 1854-27 March 1855), 50-51; 127; ''Geheime Gesellschaften,"
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Sermons were preached against the lodges, 42 and young people within the
Synod were particularly encouraged to purchase Joseph T. Cooper's book
Odd-Fellowship Examined in the Light of Scripture and Beason. 43

In

1858 the Eastern District of the Synod examired the question of the admission of lodge members to Holy Communion.

The District concluded

that it was a matter of pastoral care and individual decision. 44

Al-

though the Synod in its general convention in 1863 was unanimous in its
opposition to secret societies, it was unable to achieve consensus on
the manner of treatment for congregational members who also belonged to
secret societies. 45
In its opposition to secret societies, the Missouri Synod was in
line with most other branches of Christendom.

Roman Catholicism for

Der Lutheraner, XI (17 July 1855) , 191; ''Freimaurer," Der Lutberaner,
XV (19 April 1859), 142.
42 Fr. Koenig, Predigt wider die Gebeimen Gesellschaften ueber
Matth. 10:32,33, gehalten vor der ev. luth. Gemeinde zu Cincinnati, o.,
am 4. Sonntag nach Trinitatis 1859 (St. Louis: Lutberischer ConcordiaVerlag, 1889); pamphlet located in Concordia Historical Institute, St.
Louis. Hereafter Concordia Historical Institute will be abbreviated CHI.
4 3ner Lutberaner, XI (27 March 1855), 127; XVI (29 November 1859),
63-64; XVIII (30 April 1862), 151-152; XIX (15 October 1862), 24; ''Btwas
ueber die geheimen Gesellschaften in den Vereinigten Staaten," E!!:_
Lutheraner, XVII (27 November 1860), 63; XIX (15 March 1863), 119;
XXIII (1 July 1867), 167.
An attempt was made to have the book translated into German, but
there had to be sufficient subscriptions in advance. Bev. W. Keyl in
Baltimore served as co-ordinator; Der Lutheraner, XVI (19 November
1859), 63-64.
~issouri Synod, Eastern District, Proceedings, 1858, p. 22.
45Missouri Synod, Proceedings, 1863, pp. 60-64.
XXXIX, 478.

Cf. Constable,
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over a century had condemned secret societies. 46

Most Protestant

churches felt threatened, and Protestants generally supported the National Christian Association, formed in 1868, with the specific purpose
of countering fraternalism.

Among the denominations which officially

opposed the secret societies were the Presbyterians, Congregationalists,
Reformed groups, Baptists, United Brethren, and several Methodist
groups. 47

Lutherans also generally opposed secret societies.

In 1867

the newly-formed General Council opposed membership in secret societies. 48
The Ohio Synod and the Iowa Synod took rather strong stands against the
societies. 49

Du~ing the remainder of the nineteenth century the Missouri

46J. Bland, "Secret Societies in the United States," New Catholic
Encyclopedia (St. Louis: McGraw-Hill Book Company, 1967), XIII, 27-28.
Encyclicals had been issued against secret societies in 1738, 1751, 1821,
and 1825. Secrecy and conspiracy against both church and state were the
two main objections. United States bishops, however, found it more difficult to reject secret societies such as the Odd Fellows, Sons of
Temperance, and labor unions which were organized along lodge lines. Although these societies were secret they were not viewed as conspiratorial.
The religious aspects -were not considered to be of ultimate significance.
Cf. Andrew M. Greeley, The Catholic Experience: An Interpretation of the
History of American Catholicism (Garden City, New York: Doubleday & Company, Inc., 1967), pp. 194-199; William H. w. Fanning, "Societies
Secret," The Catholic Encyclopedia (New York: The Universal Knowledge
Foundation, Inc., 1912), XIV, 71-74.
47 ''Bedeutsame Symptome: Eine allgemeine christliche Convention
gegen 'geheime Gesellschaften, '" Der Lutheraner, XXIV (15 April 1868) ,
125; ''Geheime Gesellschaften," Der Lutheraner, XXII (1 August 1866) , 182:
"Secret Societies," The Lutheran Standard, XXVIII (15 .January-15 May 1870),
14; 76; ''Presbyterians on Secret Societies," The Lutheran Standard,
XXVIII (15 .June 1870), 93; Der Lutheraner, XLI (1 August 1885), 117.
48Richard Wolf, editor, Documents of Lutheran Unity in America
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1966), PP· 161-163.
4 9K. Eirich, ''Das Zeugniss gegen die geheimen Gesellschaften auf dem
Krebsgang innerhalb der Ohio-Synode," Der Lutheraner, XXIII (1 .July 1867),
162-163; "Secret Societies," The Lutheran Standard, XXVIII, 14, 76;
"Secret Societies Exposed by Their Friends," The Lutheran Standard,
XXVIII (1 .June 1870) , 84-85; "Reasons for Opposing Secret Societies,"
The Lutheran Standard, X:XVIII (15 .June 1870), 92-93; XXX (1 .July 1872),
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Synod continued to give the National Christian Association and its publication, The Cynosure, favorable publicity, although there are no indications that members of the Synod ever joined the Association. 50
For the remainder of the century, large portions of Synodical publications were devoted to description and criticism of individual lodges
and fraternal societies in generai. 51

Toward the end of the century,

101; Gottfried Fritschel, Die Religion der Geheimen Gesellschaften
<Waverly, Iowa: Wartburg Publishing Rouse, 1890).
5 0i-J.. W. D. , ''National Christian Association," Der Lutheraner, XXX:
(15 July 1874), 108; [Martin] G[uenther], ''Die National Christian Association," Der Lutheraner, XXXIV (1 January 1878) , 5; F[ranz] P [ieper] ,
''Die Lutherische Kirche Americas und die geheimen Gesellschaften," Der
Lutheraner, LII (10 March 1896), 44-45.
-51The following are only a few of the more prominent examples:
"Leichen-Ceremonie der Freimaurer," Lehre und Wehre, nI (July 1866), ,
223-224; Tirmenstein, ''Gehoeren die geheimen Gesellschaften der Freimaurer und Odd-Fellows zu den Werben der Finsterniss?" Der Lutheraner,
XXII (15 January-15 February-1 April 1866), 73-74; 89-91; 113-115;
J .. R. Brockmann, Christian und Ernst. Eine Besprechung ueber die Lehre
der Odd-Fellow oder Sonderbaren Brueder auf Grundlage heiliger Schrift,
nebst Anhan, enthaltend eine kurze aus den
ellen eschoe ften Mittheilung ueber den Orden published by author, 1872 , copy in CHI;
"Urtheil einer americanischer Staatsmanner ueber den Anschluss an geheime Gesellschaften," Der Lutheraner, XXIX (15 December 1872) , 45-46;
J. P. Beyer, "Sieben Briefe fuer und wider die Logen oder geheimen Gesellschaften," Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, as advertised in Der Lutheraner,
XXXI (15 April 1875), 63; F[ranz] P[ieper], ''Die Beschluesse der ev.
lutherischen St. Matthaeus-gemeinde in New York betreffs der geheimen
Gesellschaften," Der Lutheraner, XXXV (1 May 1879), 69; ''Gegen die
Logen," Der Lutheraner, XXXVI (1 July 1880) , 100-101; XXXVII (1 January
1881), 8; c. L. J., ''Die sogenannte Bruderleibe der Geheimen Gesellschaften," Der Lutheraner, XLIII (15 November 1887), 173-174; R[udolf]
L [ange] , ''Geheime Gesellschaften," Der Lutheraner, XLIII (1 August
1887), 119-120; J. F., ''Religion der Odd Fellows," Der Lutheraner, XLVI
(12 August 1890) , 137; A. Pf. , "Freimaurerei," Der Lutheraner, XLVI (11
February 1890), 29; J. Miller, ''Kann ein lutherischer Christ Mitglied
des Nordamerikanischen Turnerbundes sein?" Der Lutheraner, XLVI (22
April 1890), 70-73; A[ugust] G[raebner], ''Gegen die geheimen Gesellschaften," Der Lutheraner, XLVII (31 March 1891), 56; A[ugust] G[raebner],
'Was ist ein Turner," Der Lutheraner, XLVII (14 April 1891), 63; L[udwig]
F[uerbringer] , ''Die Religion der Logen," Der Lutheraner, LIII (28 December 1897), 227; L[udwig] F[uerbringer], ''Gemeindegruendung mit Logengliedern," Der Lutheraner, LV (24 January 1899), 1·5; 'Wie Gottes Gnade
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numerous sermons, pamphlets, and books on the subject. 52
Throughout the rest of the nineteenth and during the opening of the
twentieth century there is no change in the Synod's analysis that the
lodges were religious organizations and in contradiction with the Christian faith.

The only variation appeared in the practical application of

this analysis.

Although the Eastern District in 1858 felt that commun-

ing lodge members was a pastoral decision (a fact which was tacitly
sich an einem Logenbruder verherrlicht hat," Der Lutberaner, LVI (26
June 1900), 203-204; A[ugust] G[raebner], "Bin offenes Wort ueber die
Logen," Der Lutheraner, LVI (15 May-26 June 1900), 145-147; 193-195;
L[udwig] F[uerbringer], ''Die Loge der 'Modern Woodmen of America,'"
Der Lutheraner, LVII (25 June 1901), 200-201; L[udwig] F[uerbringer],
"Die Loge der 'Elks,'" Der Lutheraner, LVIII (15 April-5 August , 1902),
115-117; 131-133.
52 Beyer, XXXI, 63; the pamphlet was later published by Concordia
Publishing House, St. Louis, 1890; copy in CHI. 'Was ist von Geheimen
Gesellschaften zu halten?" (St. Louis: Deutscbe-amerikanischen evangelisch-Lutherischen Tractat-Verein, 1875), in CHI; H. C. Schwan,
''Zwei Reden wider die geheimen geschwoerenen Gesellschaften oder
'Logen'" (St. Louis: Lutherische Concordia-Verlag, 1880, 1886) , CHI;
O. H. Weseloh, Wie haben Christen sich gegen solche Unterstuetzungsvereine die ottesdienstliche Gebraeuche unter sich haben, zu stellen?
pamphlet advertized in Der Lutheraner, XLIV (25 September 1888 , 160;
"Besprechung ueber und wider die gebeime geschwoerene Gesellschaft
oder Loge K.O.H., auf Veranlassung der ev.-lutberischen Immanuelsgemeinde U.A.C. zu Danbury, · conn., im Jahre 1889 gehalten und auf
deren, sowie der New York und New England Districtsconferenze wiederhalten Beschluss dem Druck uebergeven von W. A. Fischer, Pastor."
Druck und Verlag des Martin Luther Waisenhauses, West Roxbury, Maas. ;
in CHI; Wil 1 iam Da1 lmann, "Freemasonry" (Chicago: American Lutheran
Publication Board, 1894), CBI; Drafft, Captain William Morgan.
William Dallmann, Odd-Fellowship: Weighed--Wanting" (Chicago: American
Lutheran Publication Board, 1894), pamphlet, CHI; F. J. L., The
Order of Knights of Pythias in the Light of God' a Word (New Orleans :
Evangelical Lutheran Pastoral Conference of New Orleans, 1899).
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by the general Synod in 1863),53 during the 1870s, a stricter position

developed, and by the 1920s, the official position of the Synod was that
no lodge member was to be communed, except under very exceptional circumstances. 54 What caused this tighter practice?

One reason was the

challenge to the churches caused by the rapid growth of fraternalism in
the last third of the nineteenth century. 55

Secondly, the maturation

and education of congregations meant that they could be held more accountable for their practice with regard to lodge membe~s. 56

Finally,

there is at least one instance in which the assurance of legal control
of church property demanded a more rigid stance. 57
During the nineteenth century the Missouri Synod did not object
s trenuously to the insurance features of the fraternal societies.

Since

53Missouri Synod, Eastern District, Proceedings, 1858, p. 22;
Missouri Synod, Proceedings, 1863, pp. 60-61. Cf. Constable, XXXIX,
478, for trans l ations and interpretations of appropriate sections of
these proceedings.
54cf. Constable, XXXIX, 480-487.
55cf. ibid., pp. 481-482, where Constable notes that in 1890,
there were 4,500,000 male Protestant church members over the age of
twenty-one in the United States, whereas the number of male lodge members was about 3,400,000. In St. Louis in 1900, there were reported
three times as many lodge halls as church buildings.
56 1bid., p. 480. Constable cites the Missouri Synod, Illinois
District, Proceedings, 1876, p. 47.
571n 1877, it was reported that within a congregation in Michigan
City, Indiana, a group of lodge members gained legal control over the
property, forcing the pastor and a segment of faithful members to
begin a new congregation. The constitution of the new congregation contairied a statement that no lodge member was permitted in the congregation in order to avoid a recurrence of the problem. J. F. Niethamner,
"Michigan City," Der Lutheraner, XXXIII Cl March 1877), 36-38. Later
Der Lutheraner suggested that all congregations consider incorporating
such an article into the constitution to avoid legal problems. Der
Lutheraner, XXXIII (1 May 1877), 70.
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the fraternal societies operated according to the assessment method,
there was little or no capital and therefore no sinful interest ("usury").
Although insurance was not the Synod ' s issue with the lodges, it was tNt
insurance feature which tended to draw people into them.

When the weak-

nesses of the assessment method became apparent at the turn of the century, the Synod's literature sanguinely publicized the economic difficulties and mismanagement of various societies.

It was evidently felt

that the publication of such failures would either encourage people to
demit from such societies or dissuade them from joining.

The major

weakness of the assessment system was its vulnerability to adverse selection.

When the average age of a society increased, relatively young

prospects were reluctant to join because of the probability of increased
assessments.

When new members were not taken in, the older ones had to

assume greater financial responsibility.

If the assessments became too

frequent, as they would in a society with an older membership, those
members who were unable to meet the assessments would be forced to withdraw from the society.

This in turn meant that the financial benefits

which had been the members
paid many assessments.

goal were lost, even though be had perhaps

Tbe problem of adverse selection began to appear

in fraternal assessment in tbe last decade of the century. 58
The Synodical literature also pointed out tbe financial risks involved in joining fraternal societies due to the mismanagement of funds.
58c. Dreyer, ''Logen mit Schwachen Finanzen," Der Lutheraner, LIII
(15 June 1897), 101; L[udwig] F[uerbringer], ''Die Unsicherheit des sogenannten Lebensversicherung bei den Logen," Der Lutberaner, LVI (9
January 1900), 9-10; . L[udwig] F[uerbringer], ''Ueber die Unterstuetzung
Seitens der Logen," Der Lutberaner, LVII (20 August 1901), 264-265. ·•
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In 1893, A. L. Graebner cited one lodge which spent $50,000 in administration expense over a ten-year period, and helped only one orphan. 59
In 1901, Der Lutheraner noted that it had cost the Knights of Pythias
over $450,000 to administer $420,000 in benefits; they were still
$225,000 in debt. 60

Other examples could be cited. 61

None of the Synod's critics of assessment or fraternal insurance
suggested that those who desired such financial security might purchase
an ordinary life insurance policy from a commercial company.
Missouri Synod Attitudes Toward Sick and Death
Benefit Societies
Slightly different from the secret orders were the sick and death
benefit societies which also flourished after the Civil War.

The gen-

eral structure of these sick and death benefit societies was similar to
the lodges.

The major difference between the secret society and

59A[ugust] G[raebner], 'Wohlthaetigkeit der Logen," Der Lutheran.er,
XLIX (6 June 1893), 94.
6 0w. , "Pythiasritter und Ehrlichkeit," Der Lutberaner, LVII (23
J'uly 1901), 233.
61L[udwig] F[uerbringer], "Kostspielige 'Liebesthlltiglceit, '" Der
Lutheraner, LVII (19 February 1901) , 56, pointed out that the Odd Fellows had an income of $134,393 in 1900; of this $28,362 went to
widows, orphans, and sick members, while $100,225 was administrative
expenses , leavirg a balance in the treasury of $5,803. Cf. ''Von der
Unsicherheit der Logenversicherung," Lehre und Wehre, XLVIII (November
1902), 343; The Lutheran Witness, XXIII (14 July 1904), 116; The Lutheran Witness , XXI (13 February 1902) , 31; Der Lutheran.er, LVIII
(4 February-5 August 1902), 39; 248; ''Die sogenannte 'Liebesthaetigkeit'
der Logen," Der Lutheraner, XLIX (14 February 1893), 28; F[ranz] P[ieper],
''Die Logen und die Wohlthaetigkeit ," Der Lutheran.er, LIII (13 July 1897),
117; [William] D[allmann], ''Fraternal Life Insurance--Organized Robbery,"
The Lutheran Witness, XVI (21 March 1898), 154-157.
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assessment society was that the fraternal society was a more comprehensive fellowship, with insurance being only one aspect of the brotherhood,
whereas the assessment society was usually begun and run by a proprietor
or group of managers, with the sole purpose of providing inexpensive
insurance.

The guise of fraternalism was usually employed by assessment

societies to evade state insurance regulations.62

Assessment insurance

made its particular appeal to low income families. 63

The Missouri Synod

as an immigrant church in the last third of the nineteenth century was
largely composed of such people.

It is difficult to determine the ex-

tensiveness of assessment insurance, especially in its early years. 64
The social obligations of the members to the societies are not very
clear either. 65
The assessment or sick and death benefit societies were recognized
and condemned at about the same time life insurance was first condemned
by the Missouri Synod.

In 1869 Paulus Heid, a pastor in the Rock Island-

Peoria Pastoral Conference, presented an essay entitled "Can a Christian
with Good Conscience Join the So-called Mutual Aid Societies?"

At the

request of the Peoria Pastoral Conference the essay was submitted to
Der Lutheraner for publication. 66

Heid defined the term "mutual aid

62stalson, pp. 447-448.

63 Ibid., p. 445.

64stalson reports that there is almost no information available
prior to 1875, and after that date the data is far from satisfactory. Be
is sure, however, that this aspect of insurance history has probably been
more significant than his material is able to demonstrate,~-,
pp. 459-460.
651bid., pp. 445-461.
66paulus Heid, "Kann sich ein Christ mit gutem Gewissen sich an die
sogenannten gegenseitigen Unterstuetzungs-Vereine anschliesaen?" Der
Lutheraner, XX:VI (1 November 1869), 33-35.
-
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society" broadly enough to include "mutual sick insurance societies,"
"heal th insurance societies," and "workers aid societies" (Arbeiter
Vereine), 67 although the only society to which Heid made specific reference was the Cincinnati Mutual Health Insurance Society.
Heid had several criticisms of mutual aid societies.

First, mutual

aid societies claimed that "there was no greater sense of responsibility
than membership in the society. 68

Heid observed that members were in-

structed to view the aid society as a "trustworthy friend and protector"
even from "sorrow--indeed from despair."

By making such claims, Heid

concluded, the society was grounded in "unbelief; indeed, it is manifest
unbelief. 1169

If persons were to make such commitments to an aid society,

it would evidence belief in their own self-sufficiency and distrust in
God's providential activity.

Secondly, Heid contended that members of

such societies were practical despisers of the Christian faith.

Although

he did not detail his reasoning, he did cite 2 Corinthians 6:14,17, which
spoke of Christian separation from non-Christians. 70

Heid, however,

pointed out that Christian separatism did not imply that Christians were
to avoid all associations with unbelievers.

Association with unbeliev-

ers was permitted in one• s "regular calling" (ordentlich Beruf).

Heid' s

third objection was the spiritual hazards for the Qiristian who participated in such a society.

Here Bk·i"d referred to the entire situation in

which the Christian might be intimidated in his beliefs.

Prolonged

67,!lli., XXVI, 33.
68ill!!,. , XXVI, 34.
701100 not be yoked together with unbelievers"; "Go out from them."
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membership would eventually also cause the Christian member ~o participate in unchristian activities, such as charity balls.

Then, too, at

times of illness, faith would be eroded when the non-Christians would
sit with the Christian during the night watch.
would not be given.

Christian consolation

The presence of non-Qiristians would discourage

Christian friends from giving Christian c<XDfort to the sick person.

The

non-Christian member of the society might even offer anti-Christian, or
humanistic advice. 71

Finally, such societies considered their activity

as motivated by love.

In doing so, they often specifically disparaged

the activity of the Church and its members. 72
Such societies were not considered to be the same as lodges or secret societies.

Notably absent from H.e-:i:-d''·s presentation is mention of

secrecy or religious rituals.

Evidently the societies which Heid was

describing did not have these features, or he would have noted them.

One

must conclude that Reid's objections to mutual aid societies were primarily pastoral and not doctrinal, even though he did not make this distinction in his essay.
A

month later a similar article appeared anonymously and was titled

"My Dear Christian! 1173

The article dealt with the same societies and did

not articulate any new arguments.

The article did suggest, but without

approval, that there were pastors within the Synod who did not object to
such societies, although these pastors did not join or allow their lives
to be "insured."

The basic objection to the societies was not their

71 Heid, XXVI, 34.
731 'Mein

50-52.

72Ibid., XXVI, 35.

:Lieber Christian!" Der Lutheraner, XXVI (1 December 1869),
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insurance or, as in the case of fraternal societies, the overt religious
conflicts, but the more subtle deleterious effects on faith,74 which Heid
had identified in 1869.
This approach to mutual aid societies was congruent with the distinction that was made in the Synod's literature between "the world" and
the "Christian conmunity."

The Synod felt that an intelligible and some-

what rigid line between the two spheres could be drawn.
stances the difference was clear.

In most in-

In a series of theses on Christian

freedom the Rev. Louis Lochner, at the Eastern District convention of the
Synod in 1874, made clear the principles for distinguishing "middle
issues" or "adiaphora. 117 5

Lochner stated that activities which in them-

selves were not wrong, but which might lead to saae sinful consequences,
had to be considered wrong.

Por example, frequenting taverns was wrong

because the Christian associated with persons such as Free Masons, Odd
Fellows, Free Spirits, Turner, and others who overtly rejected and despised God's Word. 76

Lochner also explained that taverns in America

were not the same as those in Germany where laws prohibited certain
kinds of objectionable behavior. 77

Some otherwise legitimate societies

met on Sunday morning at the same time as the Church service, and the
meetings were characterized by excessive drinking and the singing of
74~ . , XXVI, 51.

'5i.. Lochner, ''Thesen ueber die Lehre von der christlichen Freiheit in Bezug auf Mitteldinge und zwar mit besonderer Ruecksicht auf
Fairs, Pic-nics, weltliche Vereine, u.s.w.," Missouri Synod, Bastern
District, Proceedings, 1874, pp. 17-66.
7 6 ~•• p. 42.
77~

•• p. 43.
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indecent songs. 78

A similar complaint was registered by B. Pardieck, a

quarter century later, when he complained that these societies usually
met in a saloon rather than a dry goods store. 79
In this same connection, the Synod felt a ·:tremendous threat to
church life not only from mutual aid societies, but also from a multitude
of other societies which sprang up within the German-American community.
Bach society, though not necessarily in direct conflict either with
Christianity or with individual congregations, posed the temptation of
distraction.

The congregations of the Synod seem to have been in genuine

competition with these societies for the time, interest, and devotion of
Lutherans within the German-American community.so

In 1883 Henry

c.

Schwan, President of the Synod (1878-1899), delivered theses to the
Southern District on "The Essence of Societalism. 11 81
different categories for societies:

Schwan listed four

those which were praiseworthy;

those which were "indifferent"; those which were dangerous; and those
which were sinful.

Under those which were listed as "indifferent" were

78Questionnaire 240, in possession of the writer. ''Mein lieber
Christian," Der Lutheraner, XXVI, 51; Herman F. Zehnder, "Teach My
People the Truth!" The Story of Frankenmutll, Michigan (N.p.: n.p., 1970),
p. 143.
79 B. Pardieck, Logen and weltliche Unterstuetzungsvereine (St. Louis:

Concordia Publishing House, 1898), p. 38.

The pun was probably intended.

80Lochner, pp. 38-46; Der Lutheraner, XLIII (1 August 1887), 123;
Der Lutheraner, XLVI (11 March 1890), 51; Ch. L. "Etwas never Vereinswesen," Der Lutheraner, XLIII (15 January 1886), 10-11. For a description of the scope of societies within the German-American conmunity see
Carl Wittke, We Who Build America: The Saga of the Immigrant (Cleveland:
The Press of Case Western Reserve University, c.1939), pp. 210-215.
8l 11Thesen ueber das Vereinswesen," Missouri Synod, Southern District,
Proceedings, 1883, pp. 81-89.
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scientific, singing, musical, athletic, fire protection, military and
patriotic societies, also mutual fire and water insurance, factory and
shop societies, and possibly death benefits (Sterbethaler-Kassen). 82
In his presidential address of 1890, Schwan was not so lenient, as he
sensed the full threat of each societies:
We have lived for a long time in the age of societies. But in
these days a veritable intoxication for societalism has erupted.
Hundreds of societies of all kinds spring up daily as mushrooms in
a peat bog. They are also more cunning than in earlier times.
They no longer require those abominable oaths of the lodges.
They do not trumpet their compassion. Now they call their work
"mutual aid" and have learned to describe it as a civil contract
or adiaphoron. But now they have tried to worm their way into our
congregations through every crack and crevice and nest there. And
it appears that here and there it has almost come to the point
where members have their true home not in the congregation, but
in the circle of their society's brotherhood, so that in some locations so many people belong to different societies that there
are hardly enough people to hold a worship service. That is the
danger. 83
The Synod also had concerns about labor unions, many of which featured insurance plans.
flourish.

After the Civil war labor unions began to

Among the features attractive to working men were the insur-

ance benefits which many unions offered to their members .

The labor

movement in America had begun to emerge before the Civil War.

The eco-

nomic panic of 1857 and the chaos during the first years of the Civil War
caused the movement to decline temporarily.

Between 1863 and 1873, how-

ever, the labor movement revived, as evidenced by the appearance of over
82 Ibid., p. 89.
83Missouri Synod, Proceedings, 1890, p. 20.
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120 different labor papers and journals. 84

In the last three decades of

the century the movement embraced increasingly large numbers of laborers.
The Holy Order of the Knights of Labor, organized in 1869, had 750,000

members by 1885.

In 1881 the American Federation of Labor was organized

and with steady growth had 250,000 members by the end of the century. 85
Although the literature on the history of both the labor movements and
life insurance does not deal with the social and insurance aspects of
the labor movement, 86 the literature of the Synod from the nineteenth
century indicates that these two features of the post-Civil war labor
movement were significant at least among some German immigrant communities.

The absence of insurance aspects in the literature of the labor

movement is ironic insofar as historians of insurance date the beginning
of fraternal insurance with the founding of the Ancient Order of United
Workmen in 1868.

Der Lutheraner did not pay much attention to unions and

their techniques of strikes and collective bargaining until the 1880s, 87
84John R. Coamons, and others, History of Labor in the United States
(New York: The Macmillan Company, 1926), II, 15-20.
85 Ross R. Robertson, History of the American Economy (New York:
Harcourt, Brace and Company, 1955), pp. 345-350. It has been estimated
that by 1870 there were about 300,000 members of various labor unions;
Conmons and others, 11, 47.
86Robertson, pp. 335-356, does not mention the social or co-operative
features, nor does Commons and others, II, passim, except in a possible,
but unclear, reference on p. 223 to "The Schulze=Delitszsch system of
voluntary co-operation." The standard life insurance histories usually
content themselves with citation of the Ancient Order of United Workmen,
organized in 1868, and having life insurance as one of its objectives.
Cf. Kip, pp. 31-35; Stalson, pp. 448-461; N.N., Fraternal Life Insurance
(Indianapolis: The Insurance Research and Review Service, 1938), passim;
O'Donnell, passim.
87cf. [Martin] G[uenther], "Kann ein Christ sich an der Bewegung der
sogenannten Arbeiterverbindungen und Arbeitsritter betbeiligen?" Der
Lutheraner, XLI (15 March.1886), 41-42; [Hartin] G[uentber], "ZUr""irbeitsfrage: Bin Gespraech," Der Lutheraner, XLII (15 April 1886), 57-59;
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but not all workers banded together with the specific purpose of improving wages or working conditions.

''Workers Aid Societies" were often

formed solely for mutual aid in times of illness and death.
In 1875, the St. Louis faculty was asked its opinion regarding
Christian participation in mutual aid societies which were composed of
persons of various faiths, which had as their purposes the caring for
members of the society in times of sickness with both money and night
nursing aid, the participation in the funeral of members, and the support of bereaved widows with a specified amount of money. 88

The un-

known inquirer89 also stated that the society to which he was referring
was also affiliated with general Workers Union (allgemeinen Arbeiterbund)
of Michigan.

The faculty was also asked how a congregation was to deal

with this matter.
Ueber Arbei terverbindungen, Verhandlungen der St. Louiser Gesaamtgemeinde von 24. Mai, 31 Mai und 6 J'uni (St. Louis: Lutheran ConcordiaVerlag, 1886); A[ugust] G[raebner], Der Lutheraner, L (17 July 1894),
119-120; Missouri Synod, Southern District, Proceedings, 1885, p. so.
To this writer's knowledge the Synod's position toward the labor
movements and strikes of the last third of the nineteenth century has
not been researched.
For information about Protestantism's response to the labor movement see Henry F. May, Protestant Churches and Industrial America
(Torchbook edition; Evanston, Ill.: Harper & Row, Publishers, 1967),
pp. 91-111; Samuel P. Hays, The Response to Industrialism: 1885-1914
(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1957) ; Robert T. Handy,
editor, The Social Gospel in America: 1870:1920: Gladden-ElyRauschenbusch (New York: Oxford University Press, 1966).
88 c. F. w. Walther, "To the honorable and beloved in the Lord
Brother in the Ministry and the Faith," 24 March 1875, in "Concordia
Seminary Gutachten," Set I, Volume I, 1847-1880. Typed manuscript
transcription by Werner Wadewitz. Copy in CHI.
8 9A note at the end of the transcription indicates that the
original inquiry may have come £ram Pastor J'. Trautmann, Columbus,
Indiana.
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The faculty opinion, signed by C. F. W. Walther, F. A. Schmidt,

G. Schaller, A. Craemer, and M. Guenther, stated that "According to our
conviction based on the Word of God it is a sin, if a Lutheran joins
such a society. 1190

The following reasons were given.

First, according

to God's Word, Christians should neither seek nor accept aid from the
children of the world, except in the most extreme need.
cited 1 Thessalonians 4:11-12.

The opinion

Second, the support of people in need

should be a free act, not one which is compelled because of legal obligation. .This reason parallels the argument that life insurance was not
based on love.

The faculty opinion noted that the activity of love may

indeed be structured, but if it is structured then only Christians
should participate, since they believe in "the obligation to love."
Acts 6 was cited as the Biblical precedent for spontaneous love.

The

third objection was based on Galatians 6:10 ("Do good to everyone, espe=cially to those in the household if faith").

By joining such a society

a Christian would strengthen non-Christians more than his own brothers
in the faith.

The Christian's primary obligation was understood to be

to his fellow Christians.

Fourth, the faculty noted that it was wrong

for Christians to obligate themselves to the so-called "nightwatch,"
since at this time Christians need the support of fellow Christians.
Fifth, a Christian was not to accanpany to the grave, persons who demonstrated during their lifetime that they were clear enemies of the Church.
Jeremiah 22:19 was cited as the Biblical authority.

Sixth, the faculty

alleged that societies canposed largely of unbelievers operated according to unchristian principles.
90walther, 24 March 187S.

The Biblical reference was 1 Timothy 5:22.
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The opinion noted that the Workers Society of Adrian, Michigan (presum-

ably a member in the Workers Union of Michigan) had notoriously opposed
Christianity and was publicly coupled with socialist societies.91

A

Christian should rather die than be a member of such a society (2 Corinthians 6:14,17; James 4:4).

The specific nature of the society's criti-

cism of Christianity was not spelled out.

Seventh, the usual society

meeting was opened with prayer (1 Corinthians 5:11).

Eighth, when a

Christian joined such a society, he diminished the congregation and
placed himself in spiritual jeopardy.
The faculty gave the following advice to congregations.

Persons

who belonged to such societies should not be admitted to the congregation, since this would eliminate the necessity of eventual church discipline, and since a person should be pure in his faith when he becomes a
Christian.

Those persons who were already members of the congregation

and who joined such a society were to be handled with considerable
patience.
The question of whether a Christian could join a "labor aid society"
was discussed in Der Lutheraner in 1876.

The article was in the form of

a dialogue, but it contained all of the objections which were contained
in the faculty's opinion a year earlier. 92
91cf. c. F. w. Walther, Communismus und Socialismus (St. Louis:
Druckerei der Synode von Missouri, Ohio, und anderen Staaten, 1878;
Zweite Auflage, 1886); "Vortrag uever Socialismus, gehal ten bei Versaumlung der Iowa-Conferenze zu Dubuque von Cl. Seuel, "''Der Lutheraner, XXIX
(15 July 1873), 153-156; "Comnunismus," Der Lutheraner, XXX (1S May 1874),
77; "Die Socia listen," Der Lutheraner, XXXIV (1 February 1878), 22;
c. P. w. W altber , "Communismus," Der Lutheraner, XXXIV (15 J'uly 1878),
110 9 w. Sihler, "Btwas ueber Socialdemokratie, Coamunismus und Nihilism,"
Der Lutheraner, XL (1 August 1884), 122-123.
92 11.Darf sich ein Christ einem weltlichen Arbeiterunterstuetzungsverein anschliessen?" Der Lutheraner, XXXII Cl September 1876), 132-133.
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Laborers aid societies were again discussed in Der Lutheraner in
1880.

This time seven theses for discussion were presented why a

Christian could not join such societies.

The theses were an almost ver-

batim statement of the faculty opinion of 1875.

The only point which

was excluded from the earlier opinion was the charge that most of these
societies opened their meetings with prayer. 93

Almost identical was the

position taken by Pastor P. Andres, who delivered an essay to the Canada
District of the Missouri Synod in 1882 on the question, ''What is to Be
the Attitude toward Societies which Have Life Insurance Exclusively or
Partially as Their Goal?"

Andres concerned himself primarily with the

issue of life insurance, but his presentation was broad enough to include labor unions, assessment and fraternal societies.94
In the same year, Pastor :J. A. Huegli of Detroit delivered the
essay at the Michigan District convention on the topic of "Whether a
Christian May Join a Secular Laborer• s Aid Society. 1195 Huegli' s essay
dealt specifically with the question of joining such societies for the
sake of financial aid.

Completely absent from Huegli's presentation was

this was published in pamphlet form in 1877.
Cl October 1877), 152.

Cf. Der Lutheraner, XXXIII:

9311Saetze zur Beurtheilung der Frage, ob sich ein Christ mit gutem
Gewissen an einen der hiesigen weltlichen Arbeiter-UnterstuetzungsVereine anschliessen koenne," Der Lutheraner, XXXVI Cl J'uly 1880), 100.
94Peter Andres, ''Was ist von Vereinen zu halten, die auschliesslich
oder teilweise die Lebensversicherung zum ZWeck haben?" Missouri Synod,
Canada District, Proceedings, 1882, pp. 38-51.
95A. :J. Huegli, "Saetze zur Beurtheilung der Frage: Ob sich ein
Christ mit gutem Gewissen an einen der hiesigen weltlichen ArbeiterUnterstuetzungs-Vereine anschliessen kann oder nicht," Missouri Synod,
Michigan District, Proceedings, 1882, PP• 13-34.
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any treatment of wages or working conditions.

Huegli first disclaimed

impugning either the integrity or good name of those who favored such
societies.

Huegli further disclaimed the application of his critique to

all laborers' aid societies, since the constitutions of individual societies varied.

Rather, he stated, his goal was merely to apply the teach-

ings of the Bible to the problem. 96

Huegli's first thesis asserted that

each Christian congregation had the responsibility of caring for its own
indigent members.

Huegli, secondly, rejected the label of love for the

activity of those who belonged to such societies. 97

The third thesis

reiterated the argument currently being employed within the Synod against
life insurance, namely, that desire to join an aid or insurance society
was based ,either on a mistrust of God's providence or upon discontent
with the earthly circumstances into which God has placed people.

Huegli

tried to guard against any fatalistic or deterministic interpretation of
this argument by stating that Christians had complete freedom to use
legitimate means for improving or protecting their possessions.

Despite

the qualification, Huegli did, however, generalize that most people who
joined such societies did so under the motivation of greed and discontent.98
Various farmer organizations which bad objectives and structures
similar to workers aid societies and fraternal lodges were also condemned
96~ . , pp. 12-13.
97 1bid., pp. 18-21. A. J. Huegli cited Luke 6:32-35; 10:30-35;
1 Corinthians 13:5, and passages from Luther's writings.
981bid., pp. 21-21. Among the passages cited were Matt. 6:25;
Jeremiahl7:5; Matt. 10:38; 1 Timothy 6:6-11.
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in the Synod's literature.

The problem seems first to have been dis-

cussed in 1872 when E. Seuel wrote an article in Der Lutheraner on the
Grangers, also known as the Patrons of Husbandry, which ·in 1872 had over
60,000 members in Iowa alone, 99 and by 1874 had almost 2,000 active
lodges in the same state.lOO

The Grangers among other things strongly

opposed legal reserve life insurance as "a wicked device of the city
man," and organized co-operative assessment associations.

Despite the

common animosity toward life insurance, the Synod opposed the various
short-lived farmer lodges primarily because of their lodge format and
secretiveness. 101
After the 1880s, material dealing with secular health and death
benefit societies or with laborers aid societies is sparse in the Synod's
literature.

This may in part be explained by the relatively small role

which the assessment societies played in the total insurance picture and
the direction of labor organizations toward the end of the century, which
moved toward more aggressive programs for improved wages and working
conditions.102

Then, too, laborers aid societies were being gradually

9911 Eine neue geheime Gesellscbaft," Der Lutheraner, XXVIII
(1 August 1872), 166.
lOOGeorge Sexton Pease, Patriarch of the Prairie: The Story of
Equitable of Iowa, 1867-1967 (New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts, 1967),
p. 38.

cc.

101
F. w.] W[alther], "Die Farmer und die Arbeitsritter, 11 E!£
Lutheraner, XLII (15 June 1886), 93; A [ugust] G Craebner ], "Von geheimen
Parmerverbindungen," Der Lutheraner, XLVI (14-28 .January, 11-27 February
1890), 9-10; 17-18; 26-27; 35-36; A[ugust] G[raebner], "NPA & I. u.,"
Der Lutheraner, XLVII (24 November 1891), 187-188; I.{ udwig] F [uerbringer] ,
"Bine neue Parmerloge," Der Lutheraner, LDC (21 J'uly 1903), 227-229.
102 In 1899, fraternal orders bad $1,003,822,458 of insurance in
force; while assessment associations bad only $76,432,982, much less than
10 per cent of fraternal insurance. Stalson, PP• 8-7-808. Although
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phased out by the development of industrial life insurance. 103

In 1885

C. F. W. Walther ,wrote that labor unions were not on the same level with
lodges and other secret societies, although every Christian should be
advised against joining such societies.

Walther added that "not all such

matters which are advised against can be made into grounds for church
discipline. 11104
By 1891 the problem of workers' aid societies loomed sufficiently
large in the Michigan District so that the assigned theme of Christian
love was dropped as the doctrinal presentation and at the special request
of the Synod an essay was given by Pastor W. Burmester on "The Proper
Position on Workers' Aid Society. 11105

Burmester did not deal with all

workers' aid societies but one specific society, The General Workers
Association of the State of Michigan. 106
local societies.

In 1890 the society had 55

Founded in the 1870s, the society had already attracted

many members of the Synod• s congregations in Michigan and was threatening
these figures were for insurance involving death benefits, one may assume
that a similar percentage prevailed in the areas of health and accident
insurance.
103The rise of industrial insurance was rapid. In 1876 there was
less than half a million dollars of industrial life insurance in force
and it represented .03 per cent of all life insurance. By 1899 there
was over one billion dollars of industrial life insurance, representing
nearly 17 per cent of all life insurance. The first industrial life insurance policy was sold in 1875 by the Prudential Insurance Company of
America. Malvin E. Davis, Industrial Life Insurance in the United
States (New York: McGraw-Hill Book Company, Inc., 1944), pp. 4-12.
104c. F. w. Walther to ''Mein Theurer Herr Pastor," 19 November
1885, "Concordia Seminary Gutachten," Set I, Volume II, 1881-1886.
105w. Burmester, "Die rechte Stellung zum Arbeiter-UnterstuetzungsVerein, 11 Missouri Synod, Michigan District, Proceedings, 1891, p. 9.
106Der Allgemeine Arbeiter-Bund des Staates Michigan.
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to absorb more. 107

For the most part the analysis and conclusions were.

predictable, being quite in line with reactions to fraternal insurance
groups.

Because of primary commitments to nature, reason, and humanity,

because of deliberate denial of pursuing specifically religious points
of view,and because of the flagrant and public sins which occur among
members, such societies were concluded to be completely worldly.lOS
Membership in such a society not only jeopardized the Christian's faith,
but he sinned in being a member. 109

Such means for obtaining help in

time of need was unpleasing, although the idea of mutual aid as theoretical idea was not wrong.

The sin was described as the sin of weakness

(Schwachheit) and unconscious sins (unwissentlichen Suenden).

Further-

more, every member of an organization bears partial responsibility for
all activities which occur within the organization.110

Fellow Christians

are scandalized by such activity, and are consequently weakened in their
faith. 111
Congregations were called upon to take a stand.

Burmester reported

that many people said "the congregation has nothing against such societies only the pastor. 1111 2

Burmester advised actively trying to rescue

those who had joined such societies, and resistance to such societies
within the congregation.

The latter was to be done by special sermons

107Burmester, pp. 9-10.
lOSibid., pp. 10-22.

109!!!._!.,
i
p. 24.

llOibid., pp. 25-27, 31.
111~., p. 28.

112~-' p. 36.
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and particularly through private counaeling. 113

As long as members of

such societies were willing to be instructed they were to be dealth with
patiently.

But when they became adamant and refused to resign, then the

congregation had only one course of action--Bxpulsion (Hinaus!). 114
Insurance was not the reason for church discipline, although it often
caused Lutherans to join such societies in the first place.
An interesting epilogue is the statement that the district immediately voted not to accept the credentials of any congregational deputy
who was a member of the Workers Aid Society.

SUch action was not con-

sidered to be a denial of congregational prerogatives. 115

'lbe matter

came up again in Michigan District Conference in 1899, presumably with
the same conclusions. 1 16
The position of ; ~he Synod toward the end of the century toward aid

societies is illustrated in the few objections listed by B. Pardieck in
1898, at that ti.me a pastor in Chicago, and later a professor at St.
Paul's College in Concordia, Missouri, and at Concordia Seminary, St.
Louis.
1.
2.

Pardieck stated:
Mutual aid societies were not an ordained means for obtaining possessions ;
Participation in "worldly" societies was unnecessary and
dangerous association with the godless;

113 Ibid., pp. 36-39. In 1895 Pastor L. Zahn spoke to the Central
Illinois'cfcmference on the way a pastor was to deal with a member announcing for Communion who also belongs to a society which is sinful
or dangerous. Der Lutheraner, XLIX (24 September 1895), 164.
114Burmester, pp. 37-40.

115~., p. 44.

116''Unsere Stellung zwn Arbeiterverein vom Staate Michigan," E!!_
Lutheraner, XL (25 July 1899), 135.
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3.
4.

s.

Mutual aid societies were superfluous for a Christian who belonged to a Christian congregation;
Aid societies support only those who have contributed, and
therefore there is a gamble that a person may die young and
his survivors die and receive great amounts of money;
Aid societies conduct sinful activities such as ciy~es, masquerades, drinking bouts, and picnics on Sundays.

Pardieck's criticism of aid societies shows the tendency toward the end
of the century to view life insurance and fraternal assessment insurance
from the same perspective.

Criticisms one and four were usually used

against life insurance, although the fourth one was used on occasion
against mutual aid societies.118
The basic argumentation of Pardieck also shows a strong indebtedness
to A. L. Graebner's article on aid societies in Der Lutheraner in 1892. 119
Graebner wrote that contrary to popular opinion such societies were not
based on love and that mutual aid policies "in no essential way differed
in form or content from a customary life insurance policy. 11120

Graebner

was trying to demonstrate that mutual aid insurance was essentially life
insurance and all the arguments applicable to life insurance were also
applicable to mutual aid societies.
One of the main arguments used against mutual aid societies, both
within and outside the congregation, was that the congregation itself
was the true mutual aid society.
117Pardieck, pp. 28-38.
11811was ist von der Gruendung eines Krankenunterstuetzungsverein
in einer christlichen Gemeinde zu halten?" Der Lutheraner, XXXI
(1 August 1875), 116-119.
119A. [ L.] G[raebner], "Das Heutige Versicherungswesen," Der
Lutheraner, XLVIII (1 March 1892), 38-39.
120A legal definition cited by A. Graebner, ~ . , XLV, 39.
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The Congregation as a Mutual Aid Society
When the Missouri Synod rejected ordinary life insurance, fraternal
insurance, and various kinds of assessment insurance as being valid
means for a ehristian to obtain a measure of financial security, it cut
off virtually all alternatives except one--the congregation itaelf.

The

congregation was held out as the source of mutual assistance for any
need, whether spiritual or social.
Responsibility for the poor and distressed within the Christian
community was felt among the Saxon Lutherans before the Missouri Synod
was organized in 1847.

This concern is observed in the "Emigration

Code" of the Saxons in 1838, which was adopted before they arrived in
America.

The Code stated that the members of the settlement "pledged

themselves to mutual assistance and support by word and deed, as is
proper among Christians. 11121

This responsibility was stated more

elaborately in the "Regulations for Settlement • • • "
The poor who are no longer able to work will be taken under the
protection of the Church, and through its mediation they will
receive the necessary care from the conmunity. 122
The erection of a poorhouse or almshouse was anticipated but was never

built. 123

The exposure and subsequent deposition of the leader of the

Saxons, Martin Stephan, caused the whole scheme for colonial settlement,
121walter o. Forster, Zion on the Mississippi: The Settlement of
the Saxon Lutherans in Missourb 1839-1841 (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1953), p. 568, paragraph 8.
122 tbid., p. 579, paragraph 7.
123~.
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as originally conceived, to be abandoned.

'lbe Saxon congregation in

St. Louis, Trinity, which C. F. W. Walther served from 1841 to 1887, as
early as 1839 established the practice of assigning members of the congregation to the "night watch" of fellow members who were ill.

The con-

gregation also established a poor fund (Arm.enkasse), to which members
contributed regularly and from which distributions were made.

In cases

of need, it was reported, that "each case was discussed with sincerity
and charity. 0124

Although the responsibility of the congregation to care

for the poor and disabled was not mentioned in the Synod's constitution
of 1847, 125 the publications of the newly-formed Synod indicate that
local congregations were expected to provide for the material needs of
their members.

Der Lutheraner in 1849 pointed out that congregations

provided for widows, orphans, and others in distress.

Although !22!:,

Lutheraner agreed that congregations might do more, it still contended
that no one was allowed to starve or to go without the necessities of
life. 126

That the assistance by the church toward the poor had to be

publicized suggests that either such assistance was not in fact provided or that many people did not want to settle for a subsistence-level
existence.

A third explanation, that many people were simply ignorant

of wba t was being done for those in need in congregations, may be partly
valid since congregations were supposed to dispense aid without fanfare.1 27
124Mundinger, p. 217, n. 43.
125 11our First Synodical Constitution," CRIQ, XVI (April 1948), 1-18.
1 2611Darf ein Christ sich an den sogenannten geheimen Gesellschaften
anschliessen?" Der Lutheraner, VI, 17.
127!,lli.
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In 1859 the Eastern District of the Synod reported that almost all
congregations had established some method whereby assistance was made
available to the poor and disabled.

In some congregations each elder

visited each parishioner in his zone or district to collect funds for the
poor. <·'V.he church council in turn determined the amount of assistance
that was to be allocated in specific cases.

In other congregations regu-

lar public collections of clothes and other supplies were made.

In still

other congregations there was a special fund to which contributions for
the poor could be made, and if the resources of this fund were inadequate, special solicitations were made. 128 Walther clearly stated the
responsibility of the Lutheran congregations to care for tbe poor in his
famous work, The Right Form of an Evangelical Lutheran Local Congregation Independent of the State.

Originally presented in thesis form to

Western District of the Missouri Synod in 1862, it was published in book
form in 1863.

A second edition the following year indicates the popu-

larity and respect which the work enjoyed.1 29

In this very influential

work Walther wrote:
The congregation must make it its concern that all its members are
well taken care of in their bodily needs and do not suffer want or
are forsaken in any need. 130
128Missouri Synod, Eastern District, Proceedings, 1859, p. 30.
129The German title is Die rechte Gestalt einer vom Staate unabhaengigen Evangelisch-Lutherischen Ortsgemeinde (St. Louis: Lutberischer
Concordia-Verlag, 1864). By 1890, the volume was in its sixth printing.
An English translation is available by John Theodore Mueller, 'J.'be Form
of a Christian Congregation (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House,
1963), which is the translation cited below. An abridged version may be
found in Wm. Dallmann, and others, Walther and the Church (St. Louis:
Concordia Publishing House, 1938), pp. 86-115.
130walther, The Form of a Christian Congregation, pp. 36-39.

24S
In a later section entitled "Concerning the Exercise of the Duty of a
Congregation to Care for Its Members Also in Earthly Needs, 1113 1
Walther elaborated that it was the duty of every congregation to provide food, clothing, and a home for its pastor and his family.

Further-

more, the congregation was also to
provide food, clothing, habiration, and all other necessities
for the poor, widows, orphans, aged, and invalids, which these
themselves cannot procure and for which they have no relatives
who first of all owe them these things.132
Walther also states that the entire congregation was re~ponsible for
providing sick members with "the necessary help, daily and nightly
nursing, and comfort."1 33

Finally, tbe congregation was also to assure

every member a decent, honorable, and Christian burial.

The congrega-

tion was to pay the expenses, if the deceased had not left sufficient
funds. 134

The administration of poor relief, according to Walther, was

to be handled by a person or persons elected by the congregation to
serve as almoner(s). 135 All of these responsibilities outlined by
Walther were supported with reference to appropriate Scripture passages
as well as expositions from various Lutheran theologians of the seventeenth century.
131 Ibid., pp. 142-1S2.
132Ibid., p. 147. The reference to the obligation of the relatives
to provide was in harmony with the laws of most states at this time
which specified that public assistance could not be administered until
the resources of relatives had been utilized. Bomer Folks, "Poor Law,"
Encyclopedia Britannica (1960), XVIII, 222.
13lwalther, The Form of a airistian Congregation, p. 1S1.
134Ibid., p. 1S2.
13S~., p. 1S3.
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The concept of the congregation as the agent for the care of the

poor was something of a departure from the then current practice in the
Lutheran Church in Germany, where the state was the responsible agency.
In Germany such assistance was considered to be an extension of the
church, since the government and church were to work together to establish a Christian state.136

In America the Synodical leaders understood

the separation of church and state to mean that the church was now obligated to care directly for the poor.

The novelty of this procedure of

voluntaryism, the relative poverty of the German American immigrants,
and the general American lust for weal th were all considered to be Nrriers to the fulfillment of the congregation's responsibilities. 137

Some

of the Synod's leaders expressed a modest optimism about the growing
generosity within the Synod's congregations. 138

The care of the poor

through congregational channels was actually in the tradition of the
Lutheran Church during the period of Orthodoxy, usually dated from 1580
to 1725.

During that period the church was responsible for the direct

care of the poor in the parish, although this responsibility had been
gradually assumed by the goverranent.

This was largely due to the rav-

ages of the Thirty Years War (1618-1648), when the church simply did not
136 [Theodor] Brohm, "Dass eine geordnete Arme~-Krankenpflege zum
Wohlstand einer christlichen Gemeinde gehoere," Der Lutheraner, XVII
(25 June 1861), 182. See also "Referate ueber die P'rage: Wie steht es
mit der Liebesthaetigkeit in den Gemeinden?" Missouri Synod, Bastern
District, Proceedings, 1859, p. 20; Aug. R.. Suelflow, "Sponraneous,
Optional, or Luxury?" Survey of Welfare in The Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod, mimeographed manuscript, April 1963, p. 53; Forster,
p. 21. G. Markworth, Missouri Synod, Michigan District, Proceedings,
1883, p. 58.
137Missouri Synod, Eastern District, Proceedings, 1859, pp. 20-21.
138Ibid.
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have the resources to care for all those in need. 139

The influence of

nineteenth-century German church leaders on the Synod should not be underestimated.

Walther was well informed about the activity of Wilhelm Loehe

of Neuendettelsau.
for charitable work.

Loehe saw the congregation as the evangelical center
On the other hand, Walther was not enthusiastic

about the Inner Mission movement in Germany, as led by Johann Wichern,
who tried to organize non-church oriented voluntary societies.
societies flourished in America at this time.140

Voluntary

Then, too, even though

the German state in the nineteenth century was primarily responsible for
social welfare, a certain amount of charitable work was done within the
parish, and even through societies which transcended the individual
parish.

These approaches fitted the Synod's pattern in the first quarter

century of its history.14 1
By 1868 institutions were being established within the Synod, although not under the Synod's direct auspices, to meet needs which could
not be met solely on the congregational level.

Orphanages, hospitals,

and homes for the aged were among the first to be built and operated by
voluntary organizations within the Synod. 142 Although undoubtedly not
139Theodore G. Tappert, ''Orthodoxism, Pietism, and Rationalism.,
1580-1830," in The Lutheran Heritage, edited by Harold C. Letts
(Philadelphia: Muhlenberg Press, 1957), PP• 51-S2.
14°'1Uliam o. Shanahan, German Protestants Face the Social uestion:
The Conservative Phasej 1815-1871 Notre Dame, Indiana: University of
Notre Dame Press, 1954, pp. 70-94, 97, 238; B. Theodore Bachmann, "The
Church and the Rise of Modern Society, 1830-1914," in The Lutheran
Heritage, pp. 103-112.
141Bachmann, p. 154; cf. Suelflow, p. 33.
142Por a general survey of the Synod's involvement in social welfare, see Suelflow, pp. 33-38; F. Dean Lueking, Century of Caring 1 18681968: The 'Welfare Ministry Among Missouri Synod Lutherans (St. Louis:
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the only reason, nor probably even the main reason, why such institutions
were established, there was a sense of competition with the more stable
and benevolent fraternal organizations which also established such institutions.143

In 1873, the Ohio Synod•s 144 publication, The Lutheran

Standard, stated that one of the desirable outcomes of the conflict with
the secret societies was the greater recognition of the church's responsibility toward the sick and poor. 145 Already in 1853 the Synod strongly
urged its members to establish methods for caring for the poor and sick
so these people would not be tempted to join secret societies. 146

In 1862,

Walther wrote in his essay on The Form of a Christian Congregation:
The Board of Social Ministry, The Lutheran Church--Missouri Synod, 1968)i
E. H. Duemling, "Unsere Wohlthaetigkeitsanstalten," in Denkstein zum
fuenfundsiebzigjaehrigen Jubilaeum der Missourisynode, edited by G.
Mezger (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1922), pp. 274-292. Both
Lueking and Duemling contain lists of the various institutions operated
within the context of the Synod.
143Gist, XV, 156-172. Gist states that many fraternal orders had
their own orphanages, convalescent homes, and homes for the aged. The
overall similarity between the function of the lodge and church as the
integrating and all-encompassing structure for the life of the respective member is almost overwhelming.
144The Ohio Synod was in fellowship with the Missouri Synod at this
time.
14511The Church• s Care for the Suffering," The Lutheran Standard,
XXXI (21 June 1873), 164.
In 1868, the General Council stated that ''we would earnestly direct
the attention of our congregations to the great importance not only of
pure and large benevolence but also the duty and desirableness of arrangements by which systematic provision could be made by Church members
for the time of sickness and want, and for widows and orphans." The
quotation was the final paragraph of the Council's statement on secret
societies. Wolf, p. 163.
146Missouri Synod, Proceedings, 1853, p. 43.
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The congregation shall also care for those who suffer distress
through special calamities like fire, famine, scarcity, robbery,
and so forth • • • in order that no brother or sister may be
to the disgrace of the Gospel, to seek the help of those who are
without or even to join secret societies which advertise mutual
assistance. 147
The argument that the congregation was the true provider for the
poor was employed against both life insurance and fraternal societies of
various kinds, although predominantly against fraternals.

The reason

apparently was that fraternals were seen to be the greates threat to the
congregation. 148

There were also greater spiritual risks involved in

joining a fraternal society than in the purchase of a life insurance
policy.

As a matter of fact, the first two articles in Der Lutheraner

that dealt with life insurance did not mention congregational responsibility.149

The role of the congregation was advanced in the context of

insurance for the first time by Paulus Heid in 1869.

In the essay Heid

rejected Christian participation in w,utual aid societies, but Heid concluded that "Indeed, every Christian congregation--the entire congregation--should and must in this sense be such an aid society. 11150

The same

147on page 151, Walther cited the Hanover Consistory of 1745, which
complained of a pastor who had joined a lodge of Freemasons, apparently
for the sake of the mutual aid. Cf. c. F. W. Walther, AmericanischLutherische Pastoraltheologie (St. Louis: Druclcerei der Synode von
Missouri, Ohio u.a. Staaten, 1872), pp. 296-302.
148In The Porm of a Christian Congregation, Walther cited Luther
who said that "It is sufficient that the poor be provided for adequately so that they need not die of hunger or freeze to death,"
Mueller, p. 149.
14 9 [C. F. w.] W[alther], "Lebensversicherung und die Prediger,"
Der Lutheraner, XXII (15 March 1866), 110-111; "Gespraech ueber die
Frage: Kann sich ein Christ an den sogenannten Lebensversicherungen
betheiligen?" Der Lutheraner, DIII (1 J'une 1867), 145-148.
150Reid, XXVI, 35.

250
argument appeared a month later in a very brief article in Der Lutheraner
on aid societies • 151
of life insurance. 152

The argument was not advanced in a 1872 treatment
Nor was it used in Pastor ICanold's theses on life

insurance at the Buffalo District Pastoral Conference in 1873 and 1874. 153
The first appearance of the argument in the context of life insurance occurred in 1875, at the Saginaw Pastoral Conference. 154 The argument did
not appear in the 1878 sermon on life insurance by Pastor J.P. Beyer, 155
in A. L. Graebner's series on insurance in 1892, 156 nor in O. L. Bohenstein's theses in Lehre und Webre in 1899. 157

Not once did the argument

appear in a Synodical publication as a specific counter-argument to life
insurance.

On the other hand, when the Synod was combating fraternal

organizations of various kinds, the congregation was almost invariably
15111Mein lieber Christian," Der Lutheraner, XXVI, 52.
152111 Lebensversicherung' im Lichte des goettlichen Wortes," Der
Lutheraner, XXVI (15 May 1870), 139-141.
153Minutes for 11-14 June 1873, "Verhandlungen der Buffalo District
Conferenz, 1871-1887," BLV, CHI, pp. 48-56; minutes for 3-8 June 1874,
pp. 83-84.
1 ~inutes of April 1875, "Protokolle der Saginaw-Special Konferenz,
von Januar 1874 bis Apr. 1889," BLV, CBI, p. 46.
155J. P. Beyer, Warum kein Christenmensch mit gutem Gewissen sein
Leben versichern kann, passim.
156A. [L] G[raebner], "Das heutige Versicherungswesen," ~
Lutheraner 1 XLVIII (19 January-16 February-1-15 March 1892), 9-11; 18-20;
25-27; 38-39; 47-48.
1570. L. H[ohenstein] , ''Lebensversicberung im Lichte der beiligen
Schrift," Lehre und Wehre, XLV (September-October 1899), 261-270;
299-307. It was not used in the New York-New Bngland Pastoral Conference
of 1893, which dealt with life insurance but not fraternal insurance.
Minutes for 27-29 May 1893, "Protokoll der New York and New England
Districts Conference, 1886-1896," BLV, CHI.
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identified as the clear alternative to joining a lodge. 158

In an essay

presented to tile Canada District in 1882, Pastor Peter Andres noted that
many "weak Christians" joined insurance groups because many congregations
were "not zealous in providing for the poor and widows."

Be urged that

congregations be spurred on to follow the example of the early church. 159
In the same year Pastor J. A. Huegli delivered a series of theses to the
Michigan District convention on labor aid societies.

His first thesis

read:
It is the duty of every Christian congregation to care for its
own poor, widows, orphans, and it is therefore the responsibility of every congregational member to see that this occurs. 160
Huegli explained that if members of congregations were reproved for
joining such societies; then the congregation should also be examined
to determine why its members feel compelled to seek help from such
societies. 161

Huegli repeated Walther's statement that the poor were

not to be permitted to seek public aid unless the congregation was too
poor to provide the necessary aid.

This was only to be a final resort. 162

Writing against the formation of mutual aid societies within congregations in 1883, Pastor G. Markworth told the Michigan District that
"The Mutual support society instituted by Christ is the Church. 11163
158cf. Heid, XXVI. "Darf ein Christ einem wel tlichen Arbeiterunterstuetzyngsverein anschliessen?" Der Lutheraner, XXXII, 132. Missouri
District, Proceedings, 1895, pp. 40-41.
159Andres, pp. 49-51.

160

161 Ibid.

162L_!.,
bi
p. 15.

Huegli, p. 14.

163 G. Markworth, "Ueber gegenaeitige Unterstuetzungs-Vereine
innerhalb christlicher Gemeinden," Missouri Synod, Michigan District,
Proceedings, 1883, p. 53.
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Markworth stated that Christian love demanded that all activities within
the 'Christian community should be characterized by a generosity of giving
to whomever was in need. 164

In addition to citing several Bible passages

to support his thesis, Markworth also cited C. F. W. Walther's Pastoral
Theology and The Form of a Christian Congregation. 165

The function of

the congregation as the true instrument for the care of the poor was employed in other treatments of fraternal societies. 166

Tellingly, outside

the context of the lodge issue, the physical care of the poor was not
always clearly articulated in descriptions of congregational responsibility.

In 1884, Wilhelm Sihler, pastor of St. Paul's Lutheran Church, and

the president of the Synod's preparatory school in Fort Wayne, Indiana,
wrote a long article in Der Lutheraner describing the "Chief Marks of
Sound and Powerful Congregational Life."

One indicator was "the rich

activity of faith in brotherly and general love, good works within and
1641bid., pp. 55-57.
166

1651bid., pp. 53, 58 1 60-61.

cf. Pardieck, pp. 32-33; A fi,igust] G[raebner], "Die kirchliche
Mildthaetigkeit," Der Lutheraner, LI (22 October 1895), 178; R.,
"The Care of the Poor on the Part of the Congregation," The Lutheran
Witness, XIX (21 August 1900), 42-43. The last cited article stated:
''We are straining every nerve to preserve our congregations uncontaminated from the foul evil of lodgism, that is spreading like a cancer.
Now it is well known that the chief plea of the secret societies, by
which they seek to ensnare people, is their 'charity.' And experience
teachers only too well that many, man)\ are attracted by this specious
promise that they will be cared for by the lodge in sickness and that
their wives and children will receive an insurance-indemnity after their
death. For this mess of pottage many- Christians are to-day selling
their heavenly birthright. Can we afford to let any of our members be
drawn into the lodge, because we are neglectful of providing for the
bodily wants of our poor? No! a thousand times no! We cannot afford it,
we must wake up to our duty, if we neglected it in the past, we must
learn to do it always better and better, so that we may escape becoming
guilty of the blood of our brethren that are perhaps even now in danger
of being enmeshed in the toils of Satan's Church, the lodge."

253

outside the congregation."

Specifically, this meant the physical care

and support of pastors, the support of the Synod's institutions for
training pastors and teachers, and gathering in the great stream of
immigrants into the church.

Absent was any specific statement about

the care of the poor. 167
As

the twentieth century opened, the congregations of the Synod

were not about to become involved in manmoth programs of social welfare.
The theses presented to the Galifornia and Nevada District in 1901, state
that such programs seemed to be too closely allied with the social gospel
and not closely enough to the gospel of personal regeneration.

The

church's primary tool in changing the social order is the personal acceptance of the Gospel.

This did not mean that the church was to be totally

aloof fran the social welfare of its members.
cerned about the material needs of one another.

Christiana were to be conOnly after individual

assistance has been exhausted should the person in need come to the congregation.168

One reason why the charitable activities of congregations

167w[ilhelm] Sihler, "Welches sind die vornehmaten Kennzeichen einer
gesunden und kraeftigen Gemeindelebens in der lutherischen Kirche
hiesigen Landes?" Der Lutheraner, XL Cl-1S February-3-15 March 1884),
18-19; 28; 35-36; 41-42. The section in question is p. 35. In all
fairness to Sihler and the Synod, it should be noted that at the Synodical Conference Convention of 1873, Sihler did state that Lutheran
Synods should supervise the activity of individual congregations with
regard to the care of needy widows, orphans, the sick and others.
Verhandlungen der zweiten Versammlung der Evan. Luth. Synodal-Conferenz
von Nord-Amerika, zu Fort Wayne, Ind., vom 16. bis zum 22. Juli 1873
(Columbus, Ohio: Druck von John J. Gassmann, 1873~, thesis 17, p. 9.
Cf. Lewis W. Spitz, Life in Two Worlds: A Biography of William Sihler
(St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1968), p. 148.
16811Die Sorge einer christlichen Gemeinde fuer ihre huelfsbeduerftigen
Glieder," Missouri Synod, California and Nevada District, Proceedings,
1901, pp. 45-55. See also Missouri Synod, Illinois District, Proceedings,
1895, pp. 41, 48-49.
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never were able to become a serious alternative to more regulated programs, is that people increasingly disliked being recipients of
charity.

169

In partial response to this, suggestions were that con-

gregations change the name "Poor Coamittee" to•~sistance ·Committee"
and that it should not be necessary for every case of assistance to
come to the attention of the congregation. 170 That congregations were
unable to meet the needs of its members is clearly inferable from the
formation of mutual aid societies.
Mutual Aid Societies within Congregations
That the congregation was the true mutual aid society was a frequently asserted ideal which in reality simply did not seem to meet the
expectations or perhaps even the needs of members. 171

For those who

were determined to obtain a measure of financial security, but who
neither wanted to join a fraternal or mutual aid society,nor purchase
life insurance,nor depend upon the resources of a congregation, the
logical alternative was to establish a mutual aid society composed of
Missouri Synod Lutherans.

This alternative was not altogether satis-

factory to the leaders of the Synod, but it did seem the least of
several evils.

By the end of the century there were apparently numerous

mutual aid societies within the congregations of the Synod.

Their

169Missouri Synod, Illinois District, Proceedings, 1895, p. 4.
People were described as being ashamed, timid, or unwilling to accept
the paltry (Kaerglich) amounts of money the congregations doled out.
17 0Pardieck, p. 33, suggests people should be neither too proud
nor too timid to ask the pastor or elders for aid.
171 Huegli, p. 18; Andres, p. 49.
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formation helped to pave the way for the acceptance of life insurance in
the twentieth century.
The existence of special funds for the poor within congregations, as
noted above, can be traced as far back as the St. Louis congregation's
Armenkasse in 1839. 172

The first discoverable reference to any special

organization within a congregation having as its objective the support
and aid of members was in 1863.

Pastor W. Bartling asked the St. Louis

Pastoral Conference whether it was advisable to permit an aid society not
specifically designed for the poor to be established within a congregation
as a means of restraining weaker members from joining secret societies. 173
Unfortunately the minutes do not contain the Conference's answer.

The

response was perhaps similar to the position taken by Walther in 1866,
when Walther's son-in-law, Pastor Stephanus Keyl, inquired about the
formation of sick societies.

Walther responded that if there were any

interest (usury) involved the society was obviously wrong, but he continued:
In my judgment a sick society i.e., mutual aid society is Christianly organized, if there is no other objective than to regulate
the activity of love, in order that assistance may be available at
any time. Thus it is necessary (1) that regular sums should be
paid in, yet only modest amounts, 174 so that some money should be
available in case of need; (2) that all members bind themselves,
in each occurring incident of sickness, together together as much
as is necessary; (3) that those among them who become ill but do
not need the aid do not claim benefits from the fund; (4) that
172Mundinger, p. 217, n. 43. Note also Missouri Synod, Bastern
District, Proceedings, 1859, which indicate almost every congregation
had some method of providing funds for the poor.
173Minutes for 29 May 1863, "Protokoll-Buch der St. Louis Conferenz
bom October 1853 bis zum April 1864," BLV, CHI.
174Apparently so the money would not have to be invested at interest.
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every member binds himself to assume his regular turn at nursing
the sick or find a substitute; and (5) that the society also help
those who do not belong but need the society's help.
Walther continued that the eventual goal of such a society was to make
the entire congregation into a sick benefit society. 175

Walther here

detailed the Synod's main concerns about such societies, at least until
the time of his death.

The principle of voluntaryism and spontaneity,

which was the Synod's definition of love, was dominant.

Walther ex-

pressed the same concerns in a Gutachten (opinion) in 1868.

In addition

he stated it was one of the great sins of the rich that when they experience a loss, they assume they must iumediately return to their previous
level of wealth.

As a civil arrangement among Christians, Walther neither

encouraged nor discouraged the formation of such a society. 176

In the

1870s pressure was mounting for more closely regulated programs with
guaranteed benefits regardless of need.

The major reason was that the

criteria for need were always partially subjective. 117

By 1875, Der

Lutheraner took a stand in a feature article, "How to View the Batablishment of a Sick Society within a Christian Congregation?11178

The type of

175c. F. w. Walther to Pastor Stephanus Keyl, 27 December 1866,
Briefe von C. F. W. Walther an seine Freunde, Synodalgenossen und
Familienglieder (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1916), II, 70.
176Reprinted in Lehre und Wehre, XLIII (December 1897), 379-380.
The Gutachten is dated 21 J'anuary 1868.
177cf. The Lutheran Standard, XXX (1 J'uly 1872), 101, which discussed the possibility of mutual aid societies within the congregation
to counteract the lodges. The editors thought that the solution was
not totally desirable.
17811was ist von der Gruendung eines Krankenunterstuetzungsverein,"
Der Lutheraner, XXXI, 116-118.
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sick society described is obviously not the variety described by Walther
in 1866, but one in which specific dues or fees were assessed and specific
amounts were paid in the event of illness.

Although the anonymously

authored article appeared in the form of a dialogue, there are seven
significant arguments lodged against such societies:

(1) Though claiming

to be organized on the basis of love, such societies cared only for those
who contributed to the society, which meant the poor were usually excluded;

(2) Although the night watch was assigned, in some societies

exceptions could be made if the disease was contagious;

(3) The bene-

fits paid for the funeral and the support of survivors was occasionally
greater than actually required, thereby making death the occasion for
financial profi t;

(4) People who join sick societies soon join other

societies outside the church, eventually to the detriment of enthusiasm
for the work of the congregation;
for the care of the sick and poor;

(5) The church was the true society
(6) Membership in such a society was

a sign both of distrust in God that the congregation would provide and
pride in an unwillingness to accept charity;

(7) If a member were ex-

communicated from the congregation, he would also have to be excluded
from the Sick Society, which would cause him to incur a financial loss.
There were a number of qualifications that were made.

Sick societies

were not to be confused with purely voluntary societies such as the
Pastors-Teachers-Widows and Orphans Fund which existed within the Synod.
Furthermore there were other societies which were permissible within
the congregation, such as the Young Men's Society, Young Women's Society,
and the Ladies Aid.

During the Civil War there were draft societies,

but these were purely secular arrangements.
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The issue of aid societies within the congregation was briefly
noted by Pastor P. Andres in 1882.

He was perhaps referring to a society

in which voluntary contributions would be made, since he regarded such a
society as a good example of conscious love for the rest of the congregation, although total congregational involvement was desirable. 179

The

following year the Michigan District made the consideration of mutual aid
societies within Christian congregations the main item of business.1 80
The topic was viewed as a continuation of issues raised the previous year
when the District considered workers' aid societies.

By way of introduc-

tion, Pastor G. Markworth noted that for some time there bad been several
congregations in the District in which members had formed a mutual aid
society, in which specific sums were contributed for the support of members in the event of sickness and death. 181
Markworth had five theses;
as the true aid society.

The first thesis described the church

Considerable time was devoted to describing

the nature of love which was considered the key to understandi~ the
issue.

The second thesis stated tbat· mutual aid societies within

Christian congregations were not institutions of charity any more than
mutual fire insurance societies.

The advantage of societies within

congregations was that Christians were not forced to associate with
non-Christians. 182

Thesis three stated that aid societies within a

Christian congregation were purely civil, business arrangements, and by
themselves not sinful.

Neither in the the.sis nor in its discussion was

179Anit~es, pp. 50-51.
180Markworth, pp. 53-85.
181.ill!!,., p. 54.

182Xbid.

1

pp. 67-68.
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the aspect of gambling raised.1 83

Fourthly, such societies within con-

gregations were to be discouraged for various reasons.

Even though such

societies were adiaphora there were numerous undesirable results.

These

included the unfavorable impression of the nature of love within the congregation.

Furthermore, societies had the "appearance of evil" because

they gave the impression of distrust of God.

They also were an attempt

to avoid the cross God lays on a person, and an evidence of greed.
societies also gave occasion to "the world" for ridicule.
tarded genuine charity.
the congregation.

Such

They also re-

They could create dangerous divisions within

They could also hinder tle practice of church disci-

pline insofar as membership in the society was contingent upon chm:ch
membership.

184

The use of the title "evangelisch-Lutherisch" was not

accurately applied to a business venture. 185

The fifth thesis stated

that such societies were to be seen as a sign of the last troubled
times. 186

Thus pastors were to discourage the formation of such soci-

eties.187
The minutes quote a series of theses composed by

c.

F. W. Walther

on the proper distinction between true works of love and civil matters,
which had recently been delivered to the St. Louis congregation.

The

minutes also cited the Gutachten of 1868 by Walther concerning aid
l83 Ibid., pp. 54, 71-73.
184This was a criticism made by A. L. Graebner, who pointed out
that excommunication from the congregation also involved temporal discipline, hence the greater ban. A[ugust] G[raebner], ~Zur Auskunft, 11
Der Lutheraner, LIV (22 March 1898), 53 •
185Markworth, pp. 73-81.
186,!lli_., pp. 81-85.

187
~

•• pp. 70, 73-74.
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societies within the congregation. 188 In the former, Walther's position
was essentially the same which he had written to Keyl in 1866, that is,
the society was Christian if it aided those who had not contributed, although the true Christian aid society was the congregation.

In this

Gutachten Walther is reported to have said that such societies were
adiaphora as long as they did not hypocritically pretend their activity
was love.

Such societies were "worldly, civil, business partnerships."

A pastor, Walther continued, was not to be condemned if he permitted
such a society in order to protect the congmgation from being drawn into
evil and usurious =societies.

An aid society was a lesser evil to be tol-

erated to avoid a greater evil.

Finally, Walther stated that orthodox

servants of the church have always proceeded according to the principle
that if the enforcement of church discipline threatened to tear a congregation apart, it should be postponed. 189
When the first sick aid societies came into existence within the
Synod is uncertain.

Trinity congregation in St. Louis had one by 1859,

but it featured voluntary contributions. 1901 A society was established
at Immanuel Congregation in Kingston, New / ork, around 1870, although
its structure is not known. 191

An aid society was established in 1876

at Trinith Congregation in Neenah, Wisconsi~, but this congregation belonged to the Wisconsin Synod. 192 Markworth in 1883 spoke of several
188

Ibid., pp. 69-73.

189.ill!!· , p. 73.

19~ssouri Synod, Bas tern District, Proceedings, 1859, p. 30.
Cf. Mundinger, p. 217, n. 43.
191Questionnaire number 364, in the files of the writer.
19'-!;onstitution and Bf-Laws of the Aid Society of the Trinity Bv.
Lutheran Congregation; Neenah, Wisconsin.: Copy in the possesseion of
the writer.
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Lutheran aid societies already in existence in Michigan.

The reference

to the theses prepared by Walther around 1883 suggests that a society
was perhaps being established in St. Louis at that time.

An undated

manuscript from the files of Theodore Graebner may be a copy of the constitution of this organization. 193 The constitution stated that every
member was to contribute twenty-five cents or more monthly.

If the pay-

ment could not be made, an excuse was to be given to the trustees of the
fund who would investigate the circumstances.

The trustees were composed

of three elders, five "collectors," and seven congregation members.

An

executive committee was to meet weekly and determine whether and how
much aid was to be dispensed in cases brought to its attention.

The

amount of aid allocated in any week was never to exceed one fifty-fifth
of the anticipated annual contributions to the fund.

In addition to the

aid fund there was also the previously existing Poor Fund which was for
special cases of charity.
members is not certain.

Whether the Aid Fund permitted aid to nonA notable feature of this fund was that even

though regular dues were assessed, payment apparently was made according to need. 194

In 1890, President H. C. Schwan told the Synod that

mutual aid societies within congregations were a real danger to the life
of the congregations themselves. 195
l93There is no title on the handwritten manuscript, but Paragraph I
stated, "The congregation established a fund which will be known by the
name "Aid Pund of Zion Bv. Luth. Congregation in St. Louis, Missouri."
Theodore Graebner Collection, Box 13, CHI.
194~&id. This last feature makes it logical to assume that the
society could have been organized with no opposition from c. F. w. Walther.
Walther died in 1887.
195Missouri Synod, Proceedings, 1890, pp. 19-20.
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The relation of the pastor to aid societies within the congregation
was not always clearly defined.

One pastor in the New York-New England

Pastoral Conference asked his conference whether he should join a sick
aid society within his congregation.
opinions were expressed.

The minutes record that various

The general conclusion was that the pastor

should visit the group as the pastor, but he should decline the invitation to join les those members of the congregation who did not belong
to the society become distressed.

The ready recognition of the legiti-

macy of the society does not seem to be entirely in line with other
Synodical views in the Midwest.19 6
In 1891, four years after Walther's death, a new society came into
existence within Zion Congregation in St. Louis.

It chose the name,

"Concordia Unterstuetzungs Vere in von St. Louis." The society had stipulated dues and benefits, and reportedl¥,.net with opposition.

In 1903

the society was reorganized to allow for the establishment of branches. 197
In 1894 Pastor C. M. Zorn presented theses to the Cleveland Pastoral
Conference on the topic of mutual aid societies within Christian congregations.

Zorn stated that societies were not in themselves sinful,

since they consisted of civil contracts.

According to Zorn, several

reasons ultimately made such societies sinful, although normally they
were adiaphora:

they might become little churches within the church;

they might not deal with sin severely enough; they might make something
196Mi.nutes of 28 May 1891 (New York-New Bngland), p. 210.
197 11The History of Concordia Aid Association 11 11 written on the fiftieth anniversary of its founding; the publication in which the article
appeared is uncertain; pages are 1S, 27, 11. Xerox copy in tbe files
of this writer.
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sinful which in fact was not sinful; members might not really trust God
in time of need; the true aid society established by God was the congregation; the presence of such a society within ~he congregation could
be a scandal.

On the .other hand, there were two valid reasons for es-

tablishing such a society.

One was to protect Christians from the in-

fluence of heterodox and ''worldly persons"; the other, to provide
assistance at the times of sickness and death.

Zorn concluded with all

things considered Christians had to view such societies as sinful, and
pastors were to warn against them.

This interpretation was entirely

consistent with previously stated views within the Synod.

The conference

minutes record that a minority objected to two of Zorn's theses which
asserted that m~tual. aid societies within congregations posed distinct
spiritual dangers and that the acceptance of mutual aid societies in
congregations would "give impetus to the influence of the world in the
congregation. nl 98
Zorn did not consider assistance of this sort a gamble.

His ra-

tionale apparently was that such modest aid never· improved the financial condition of the recipient. 199

This position differed scmewhat

from A. L. Graebner's analysis in 1892.

Graebner had stated mutual

aid societies were essentially a modest form of life insurance.
The existence of mutual aid societies within the congregation was
part of the larger issue of "societalism" which the Synod faced in the
198Minutes 16-18 October 1894, "Protokoll-Buch der Cleveland District Pastoral Co~erence, 1887-1902, BLV, CHI.
199Cf. Minutes of 12-15 October 1897, "Verhandlungen der districtskonferenz von Central Illinois," BLV. Archives of the Central Illinois
District, Springfield, Illinois.
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closing decades of the nineteenth century and the opening ones of the
twentieth.

The precise dimensions of the development are unknown.

There was a growing tendency toward establishing voluntary societies
for specific purposes within the congregations.

The Synod was no more

enthusiastic about the formation of societies within the church than
about the participation of its members in non-Lutheran organizations. 200
The Synod was even reluctant to establish official Synodical institutions for social ~elfare.

The congregation was considered to be the

primary Christian unit for all churchly activity.201

Organizations

within the congregation were not usually encouraged.

At one time Walther

even opposed the establishment of mission societies within the congregation, because he viewed mission work uas the responsibility of every
member. 202

The notices of pastoral conferences in Der Lutheraner reveal

that by the 1890s the formation of various societies was becoming a
matter of widespread concern.

In 1887 no less a person than Rev. B. C.

Schwan, the President of the Synod (1878-1899), presented "Theses on
the Proper Relationship of an Orthodox Congregation to all Sorts of
20~ . Sihler, "Einige Gedanken ueber die krankhafte Weise; wie in
Duetschland 'innere Mission' betrieben wird," Der Lutheraner, XXXV
Cl September 1879), 129-131; Cf. Bachmann, pp. 103-116. Cf. "Ila.a gottgewoll te Verhal ten eines Christen gegen seinen Mi tbrueder," ~ssouri
Synod, Illinois District, Proceedings, 1895, pp. 23-65, esp. pp. 40-45.
2 01Cf. Suelflow, pp. 13-15; 20-22.
202c. F. w. Walther, Brosamen (St. Louis: M. c. Barthel, 1876), pp.
283-284. Carl s. Meyer, editor, Moving Frontiers (St. Louis: Concordia
Publishing House, 1964), pp. 298, 301 is an account of a missionary who
was reprimanded for doing mission work on his own in China.
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Societies Both Within and Outside the Same. 11203

In 1899 Prof. Franz

Pieper, President of the Synod from 1899 to 1911, spoke to the General
Pastoral Conference of the Minnesota and Dakota Districts on the topic
of pastoral practice in relation to societies. 204
There seemed to be no absolute condemnation of auxiliary societies
within the Synod, although societies which conducted their activities
in violation of the Bible were condemned.

Choirs and orchestras were

generally encouraged, although they were not to perform for danes or at
lodge meetings.

Young men's and young women's societies, ladies' aids,

and other organizations were also encouraged because their goal was the
stimulation of acts of love.

Mutual aid societies were considered one

of the most dangerous impediments to the true goals of the Christian
congregation. 205 The leaders of the Synod were trying to establish a
coaanunity or fellowship of Christians in which people simply, joyfully,
and lovingly responded to the needs of their fellow Christians.

This

responsiveness was considered possible only when people we.re genuinely
motivated by the Gospel.

To make acts of care obligatory was to utilize

the means of the world, the Law, to achieve the desired goal.

The goal

of providing assistance to people in need was only half of the objective.
203These were presented first to the Southern District of the Synod
in 1883, Missouri Synod, Southern District, Proceedings, 1883, pp. 81-89.
Der Lutheraner, XLIII, 123.
For other examples see Der Lutheraner,
XLIV (25 September 1888), 159; Ch. L., "Btwas ueber Vereinwesen," ~
Lutheraner, XLII (15 January 1886), 10-11: Der Lutheraner, LI (26 March
1895), 58; Der Lutheraner, LIII (21 Septe~r-19 October 1897), 164,
181; Der Lutheraner, LIV (26 J'uly 1898), 133; Der Lutheraner, LV (2 May
1899), 85.
204Der Lutheraner, LV, 85.
205Minutes for 2-3 November 1897, "Protokollbuch der gemischte Pastoralconferenz von Manitowoc und Sheboygan County im Staate Wisconsin,
1893," BLV, CHI.
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The other half was to provide Christians with the opportunity to express

their love as a spontaneous action. 206 That at least was the theory; in
practice American pluralism and secularism did not permit this pattern
to be fully realized.

The result was that mutual aid societies were

founded within many of the congregations of the Synod toward the end of
the century.

Though not particularly welcomed by the pastors of the

Synod, such societies were considered to be less hazardous than allowing congregational members to join fraternal and assessment societies
centered outside the congregation.

The formation of aid societies within

congregations laid the basis for the formation of larger supra-congregational aid societies.

Furthermore, the establishment of societies in

which people received stipulated amounts of aid laid the foundation for
the disintegration of the gambling argument, since the benefits paid by
these societies were made regardless of need.

Such benefits were rarely

criticized since the amounts were often so small that it was difficult
to claim that the beneficiaries actually profited by illness or death.
Once this point was conceded there was no definite point at which benefits could be understood as excessive, thus legitimating life insurance
policies with larger benefits.

This principle was not generally discerned

within the Synod, with the exception of A. L. Graebner, and for the most
part life insurance and mutual aid were considered by most leaders within
the Synod to be two distinctly different arrangements.
201:f. Suelflow, · pp. 6, 30, 38; Walther, The Form of a Christian Congregation, p. 63; Dallmann, and others, PP• ix-x.
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Support of Pastors, Teachers , Their Widows
and Orphans, 1850-1902
This survey of fraternal insurance both within and outside the
Missouri Synod would not be complete without taking cognizance of the
programs which were established to take care of pastors, teachers, and
their widows and orphans.

The development of a formal system of relief

for incapacitated pastors or their bereaved families was by no means
satisfactory.

Nor was the development viewed as a contradiction in the

minds of the Synod's leaders when they decried the establishment of
mutual aid societies within the co~regations and insisted that the
congregation itself was the sole agency of aid in times of crisis.
When it was organized in 1847, the Missouri Synod made no provision
for the care of retired, invalid pastors and teachers or their bereaved
families.

Three years later, Pastors E. M. Buerger and Adam Ernest con-

ceived a "Pastors' and School Teachers' Widows and Orphans Society."
editor of Der Lutheraner,

c.

F.

w.

The

Walther, was not unreceptive to the

idea, and the statutes for the society were published in Der Lutheraner.207
The Synod's clergy and teachers were invited to contemplate the proposal
and be prepared to discuss the idea when they met at the Synod's convention in St. Louis, in October of that year.
The basic features of the society included: the limitation of membership to those who were members of the Synod; the separation of the
207,'Vorlagen von Statuten fuer eine Prediger-und-Schullehrer-Witwenund Waisen-Gesellschaft , " Der Lutheraner, VI (5 February 1850) , 93.
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society from the affairs of the Synod; a schedule of reimbursements
according to need; 208 the meeting of the society in conjunction with
the annual meeting of the Synod; exclusion from the society if a member
left the Synod for any reason; obligation of members to take into their
families orphaned children; records of all contributions and allocations; auditing of the books annually; free-will contributions and responsiveness to needs as they occurred.
ence in 1851. 209

The society came into exist-

The fate of the society is unclear.

When Professor Adolph Biewend of Concordia Seminary died in 1858,
leaving behind a widow and seven children, either the society did not
have the resources then or Biewend had not been a member.

At any rate,

the Western District of the Missouri Synod took it upon itself to recommend to the Synod that some as~istance be provided the Biewends.

The

District suggested $150 per year, plus $30 per child, which was considerably more than the society had proposed.210

The Synod paid Mrs.

Biewend directly for the next forty years and also directly provided for
other professors at the Synod's institutions. 211

Disabled pastors were

not taken care of as well.
208A childless widow would receive $40 per year; a widow with one
child under age fourteen would receive $50; a widow with two children $60;

a widow and three children $70; a widow with four or more children $100;
a parentless orphan $2S. ~ 209Lehre und Wehre, VII (April 1861), 118, advertised "Statuten der
Gesellschaft zur Unterstuetzung von Prediger- und Schullehrer-Wittwen und
Waisen innerhalb der ev. luth. Synode von Missouri, Ohio, u.a. St. 1851."
210"Besorgung der Wittwen und Waisen, der von der Synode unterbaltenen Beamten," Missouri Synod, Western District, Proceedings, 1858, pp. 32-33.
211cf. Carl s. Meyer, From Log Cabin to Luther Tower (St. Louis:
Concordia Publishing Bouse, 1965), pp. 168-170.
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In 1864 an attempt was made to provide for poor and ill pastors,
when four pastors in the Synod were without means of subsistence.

Pas-

tors at the Synod's convention in that year voted to establish a special
fund for their impoverished brothers.
administer the fund.

Dr. Sihler in Fort Wayne was to

Laymen were encouraged to contribute to the fund,

especially at occasions of personal joy in their own lives, sich as baptisms and weddings.

In reporting about this fund Der Lutheraner urged

pastors to cite their congregations to greater love and support so that
such a special fund would no longer be needed. 212

At about this time

other Lutheran bodies also established funds for pastors and their survivors, but these were also seldom adequate. 2 13
During the depression decade of the 1870s, 21G repeated appeals were
made in Der Lutheraner for support both for the families of deceased pastors and teachers. 215

Nor were the pastors particularly pleased by such

212 [G.] Kuechle, "Die Unterstuetzung-Kasse armer und kranker Prediger
betreffend," Der Lutheraner, XXI (l December 1864), 54.
213 John Bading, "Synodal-Wittwenkasse," Bvangelisch Lutherisches
Gemeinde-Blatt, III (1 January 1868), 1, reported the establishment of
such a fund within the Wisconsin Synod. Oscar Olson, The Au'rostana
Lutheran Shurch in America, 1860-1910: The Formative PeriodDavenport,
Iowa: Lithographed by Arcade Office and Letter Service, 1956), p. 93.
In 1898 the fund was placed on a basis more firm than the purely voluntary arrangement begun in 1867.
2 14 The depression lasted from 1873 to 1879, technically the longest
in American economic history, according to Seymour B. Harris, editor,
American Bconomic History (New York: McGraw-Hill Book Company, Inc.,
1961), p. 165.
215Pr. Buenger, Th. Brohm, P. Schuricht, "Unterstuetzung altersschwacher Pastoren und Lehrer," Der Lutheraner, DX (1 V.ebruary 1874), 22;
c. P. w. Sapper, "Herzliche Bitte an alle Freunde der Wittwen und
Waisen," Der Lutheraner, XXXI (15 October 1875), 159. The plea in 1876
was especially significant; Sapper stated that the fund was at least
$1000 short of providing even the necessary funds, which amounted to $100
per widow and $20 per child. Sapper also noted that it was permissible
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meager support.

In 1872 the Missouri Synod decided that something more

had to be done for retired pastors whose congregations were too small or
too poor to support them.

It was not right that those who had worked

hard all their lives should have "to beg in their old age and eat their
bread with tears."

A committee, composed of Pastors F. Buenger and

T • Brohm and Mr. F. Schuricht, the Synodical treasurer, was appointed to
investigate the matter.

The old fund begun in 1864 was taken over by

the Synod and administered through the Synodical and District
Presidents.21 6
There was still the matter of the widows and orphans of deceased
pastors and teachers.
1889. 217

The Synod did not administer these funds until

The Pastors and Teachers Widows and Orphans Fund, organized

in 1851, worked hard to meet its coamitments until then. 218

In what

seems to have been a resolve born of frustration and despair, the
to contribute to this fund since it was not like the ''eil aid societies"
based on the hope of return. "Die Wittwen und Waisen," Der Lutheraner,
XXXII (15 November 1876), 175; c. F. w. Sapper, ''Unsere Wittwen und
Waisen," Der Lutheraner, XXXIII (1 December 1877) , 183; F. Koestering,
''Einige Bemerkungen betreffend die Unterstuetzung kranker und ausgedienter
Prediger und Lehrer," Der Lutheraner, XXXIII (15 November 1877), 172-173;
C. F. w. Sapper, ''Die Wittwen und Waisen," Der Lutheraner, XXXIV
(15 October 1878), 158.
216Missouri Synod, Proceedings, 1872, p. 108.
217~ . , 1887, p. 84.
218cf. F. Sievers, "Herzlicbes Bmpfehlung der Unterstuetzungkasse
fuer unsere Pastore- und Lehrer-Wittwen und Waisen," Der Lutheraner ,
XJCCVI (1 September 1880), 130-131; c. F. w. Sapper, ''Die Prediger- und
Lehrer-Wittwen-und Waisen Kasse," Der Lutberaner, XXXVIII (1 November
1882), 167; Der Lutheraner, :XXXIX (1 January 1883), 8.
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Central District in 1883, voted to take both the support of incapacitated
pastors and the support of widows and orphans of pastors and teachers
(the former from the Synod's hands, the latter out of the society's) into
its own hands, effective 1 January 1884.

It appointed a camitission

composed of Pastor G. Gross, Prof. F. Zucker, and Mr. Henry Paul, all of
Fort Wayne, to receive, distribute, and publicize the funds.

The Central

District stated that in taking the funds out of the hands of the general
Sunod it would still be willing to come to the aid of other districts
should such aid be necessary. 2 19

In 1884 the Synod was asked to turn

over the administration of the funds for the widows and orphans to the
individual districts.

The ijynod declined to do so without first present-

ing the proposal to the individual districts for their opinion. 220: This
was done and in 1887 the Synod voted to establish a board of support in
each district, which was to administer funds for poor, sick, and aged
pastors and teachers as well as for the widows and orphans of teachers
and pastors within the district.

A special aid fund (Unterstuetzungs-

kasse) and an aid commission were established.

The coamission was to pay

$100 to every widow and $20 to every child under twelve, although it was
empowered to raise or lower these amounts according to circ1Dll8tances.
A Synodical conmission was also established to receive the reports of
the district camnissions and to distribute surplus contributions to
• trLc
. t s Ln
. nee.
d 221
d LS

The Synod asked the Pastors, Teachers, Widows, and

Society, established in 1851, to continue to function until 1 January
21 9Missouri Synod, Central District, Proceedings, 1883, pp. 86-87.
22 ~issouri Synod, Proceedings, 1884, P• 83.
22 1Missouri Synod, Proceedings, 1887, pp. 82-84.
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1889, when the new arrangement would become effective.

Named

to the

Support Commission of Synod were Pastor c. Gross, Prof. F. Zucker, Mr.
H. Paul, Pastors H. Sieck,
B. F.

w.

w.

Aschenbach, and Synodical treasurer

Meier. 222

The new arrangement not only streamlined the administration of these
funds, but it also allowed for easier identification of local needs and
therefore presumably more spontaneous and generous giving to these funds.
Not all the problems were resolved, but the remainder of the nineteenth
century was relatively quiet. 223

'!be first decades of the twentieth

century saw increased pressure for adequate funds until finally in 1917
a more adequate program was set up for the Synod pastors and teachers by
a group of laymen within the Synod. 224

These developments carry the

story beyond the concerns of this chapter.
222 tbid., p. 84. The first three were the Central District's Board
of Support, and apparently the main movers of the new arrangement. The
last three were previous members of the Synod's old commission for the
support of poor, sick, and aged pastors and teachers. Appropriate regulatory paragraphs for the By-Laws were drawn up and adopted.
223 cf. Gottlieb Traub, "Bine herzlicbe Bitte an unsere lieben Gemeinden, doch ja die 'Unterstuetzungskasse' nicht zu vergessen," E!!:_
Lutheraner, XLIX (19 December 1893), 205-206.
22411 Unterstuetzungskasse," Der Lutheraner, LVII (26 November 1901),
375; "Btwas ueber die Brbaltung von Predigern und Lehrern," Der Lutheraner,
LVII (29 October-26 November-24 December 1901), 338-339; 371; 403-404;
LVIII (7 January-4 :February 1902), 5-7' 35-36' LX (16 August 1904), 268;
W. Matthew, "An die Gemeinden des Wisconsin-Districts," Der Lutheraner,
LX (11 October 1904), 334; "Der Weihnachtsabend der armen Wittwe," Der
Lutheraner, LXI :(20 December 1904), 409; L[udwig] F[uerbringer], "Pfrnwittwen," Der Lutheraner, LXIII (27 August 1907), 278-279; T. Joh. Grosse,
"Die Unterstuetzungskasse unserer Synode," Der Lutheraner, LXIII (10
September 1907), 293-294. Other examples could be given.
The Lutheran Laymen's League, organized in 1917, had as its first
goal the liquidation of the Synod's debts. Its second goal was to provide adequate funds for superannuated pastors, teachers, and their widows
and orpahns. The first goal was met in 1917. The second was begun, with
a goal of $250,000. When the war ended in 1918 the League in gratitude
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The history of the support of pastors, teachers, their widows and
orphans demonstrates that the idealistic descriptions in the Synod's
publications that the congregation was the basic channel for caring for
the poor did not correspond with the reality of most congregations.

One

must presume that if anyone in the congregation would be adequately,
though not necessarily luxuriously, cared for, it would be the pastor
and his family.

Secondly, the history of pastoral support programs il-

lustrates some inconsistency within tbe clergy of the Synod.

On the one

hanq clergy discouraged the formation of aid societies within congregations, even those that were based on free will contributions, as being
divisive.

Yet the pastors had their own supracongregational societies,

one beginning in 1851 and a second in 1864, with both programs officially
administered by the Synod by 1889.
contribute to it.

Furthermore, they expected laymen to

This is not to say that the assistance to pastors,

teachers, their widows and orphans was undeserved or unnecessary.
Thirdly, as the century ended, the Synod's clergy rounded out fifty
years of dependence upon spontaneous giving, and experienced its weaknesses and disappointments.

Some of them were prepared to accept more

formal, "businesslike" methods of disposing of some financial matters.
The ideal of spontaneous giving would not be given up, but there must
have been at least some pastors who were willing to grant some concessions to more formal programs.

Regardless of their predispositions,

to God .raised its goal to a $3,000,000 endowment fund. Over $2,000,000
was given to the Synod in 1920. Walter Baepler, A Century of Grace
(St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1963), pp. 251-253.
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changes occurred because of the rise of mutual aid societies within congregations.

At the turn of the century larger, supracongregational so-

cieties would be formed.
step away.

The acceptance of life insurance was only one

CHAPTER VIII
THE IMPACT OF LtmlERAN FRATERNAL LIFE INSUBANCE,
1902-1930
Introduction
In the beginning of the twentieth century there were several factors
which were conducive to the formation of Lutheran fraternal life insurance
societies.

The successful operation of Lutheran fraternal fire insurance

societies served as one precedent.

Though initially resisted, the rela-

tive success of mutual aid societies within congregations was another impetus.

Then there was the continued pressure of the larger fraternal or-

ders and their insurance programs.
The nineteenth century closed with a surge of popularity in America
for lodges of all kinds. 1

The Missouri Synod intensified its polemics

against the lodges for religious as well as for economic reasons. 2

Many

lodges over-extended themselves administratively, neglected to attract
younger members, and failed to establish adequate rates.

All these cre-

ated severe fiscal problems for many lodges, a weakness that did not go
unnoticed in the publications of the Missouri Synod.

The Lutheran

Witness reported in 1910, that of the 3500 fraternal societies organized
since 1870, only 500 still remained in existence.
1

The average life for

supra, pp. 204-224.

2Almost any issue of Dar Lutheraner, The Lutheran Witness, or Lehre
und Wehre during the last decade of tbe nineteenth century and tba first
decade of the twentieth contains at least one, and usually several,
items dealing with lodges.

276
such organizations was noted as being fifteen years.

The financial

troubles of the various fraternal societies was beginning to take its
toll and the number of lodges was beginning to decline. 3

Concurrent with

this general decline, mutual aid societies within the congregations of
the Synod were just beginning to emerge , 4 and at the turn of the century
larger Lutberan fraternal insurance societies were established, indicating that Missouri Synod Lutherans were trying to avoid membership in
lodges on the one hand and the purchasing of life insurance on the other.
In this chapter the writer will try to demonstrate on the basis of
his investigations that the proliferation of Lutheran fraternal life insurance organizations, particularly on the supra-congregational level,
proved to be the essential vehicle by which many members of the Missouri
Synod altered their views toward life insurance.
There were about a dozen cities or areas in which Lutheran mutual
aid societies with a constituency larger than the local congregation came
into existence in the first decade of the century.
are their records extant.

Not all survived;

nor

It is perhaps more than coincidence that the

two which seem to have been most important in changing the minds of members of the Synod, were also tbe most successful.

They also have the best

3 The Lutheran Witness, XXIX (8 December 1910), 198. Cf. J. Owen
Stalson, Marketing Life Insurance (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1942), p. 807; Terrence O'Donnell, History of Life Insurance in Its Formative Years, Co iled from A roved Sources {Chicago:
American Conservations Company, 1936 , p. 631.
For examples of the criticism of the financial weakness of most
lodges, see L[udwig] F[uerbringer], 'Wie unsicher die 'Lebensversicherung'
der gewoehnlichen Logen," Der Lutheraner, LVII (16 April 1901), 123; ~
Lutheran Witness, XXI (13 February 1902), 31; ''Von der Unsicberheit der
Logenversicherung," Lehre und Wehre, XLVIII (November 1902), 343;
Lutherisches Volksblatt, XXXIX (23 March 1899). Cf. supra, pp. 204-224.
4 supra, pp. 254-266.
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information about their own history.

These two are the Aid Association

for Lutherans founded in 1902, in Appleton, Wisconsin, and the Concordia
Mutual Benefit League, which was founded in 1907 in Chicago.
History of the Aid Association for Lutherans
The Aid Association for Lutherans came into existence i nr°J.902, as
\

'--·-

..

the fruition of an idea conceived by Albert Voecks in 1899.

Born in

1867, near Berlin, Germany, Voecks came to America in 1892.

Voecks was

a compositor for the Volksfreund, a newspaper in Appleton, Wisconsin.
He was also a member of St. Paul's Lutheran Congregation in that city.

St. Paul's belonged to the Wisconsin Synod, and later Voecks became the
treasurer of that Synod.

As a member of the council of St. Paul's,

Voecks had to deal with members of the congregation who had joined
lodges.

The most frequently heard reason for joining lodges was that

they offered inexpensive insurance.

Voecks described the lodge problem

at St. Paul's as follows:
There was hardly a session of the Council at which it was not
necessary to deal with some members who had joined a lodge. .
Most of such members stated that they had joined the lodge for
the insurance feature only, am that they did not attend any of
their meetings. Nevertheless , they were members of the lodge
by virtue of their certificate of membership which promised them
the insurance. They had joined the lodge because the assessments in tbe lodges were lo-wer than the payments by c011111e.rcial
companies. 5
According to Voecks some members demitted from the lodges under congregational pressure and owned no insurance, while other members refused to
give up ·their insurance ard consequently were excommunicated.

Voecks

5Albert Voecks, ''Early History of Aid Association for Lutberans,"
manuscript dated February 1939, pp. 1-2. A copy is in the files of the
Aid Association for Lutherans.
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noted that the same problem existed in almost all congregations.

Be noted

also that although almost all congregations had sick benefit societies,
only a few congregations had death benefit societies.

So it was that in

1899 Voecks arrived at the idea of organizing a Lutheran mutual life insurance company as a means of combating lodges and providing inexpensive
insurance for Lutherans.

Voecks shared his idea with his fellow member

of St. Paul's, G. D. Ziegler, who was at that time the Superintendent of
Schools for Outagamie County. 6

Ziegler at first rejected the idea because

the Lutheran Mutual Aid Society of the Iowa Synod had been operating on
the fraternal assessment plan for almost a quarter century with only moderate success.

Ziegler's misgivings were, however, overcome.

Soon a

third man, William Zuehlke, was interested in the idea, and the three men
became the primary founders of the Aid Association for Lutlerans.

By

1900 several other persons had been enlisted and sufficient funds were
gathered to begin formal organization.
tributed.

Literature was printed and dis-

By the end of 190'Q, holever, only two hundred of the five hun-

dred applicants necessary for incorporation had subscribed, and enthusiasm waned.
In 1902 John H,. Grupe 7 of Greenville, Wisconsin, became interested
6william F. Rainey, ''History of the Aid Association for Lutlerans ,"
bound manuscript volume, written for the Aid Association for Lutherans in
Appleton, Wisconsin, 1948-1952 . A copy is on file in the Association's
home office. There is some confusion on the pagination in parts of the
manuscript. The material above is from pages "43 (53)."
Ziegler had attended Northwestern College in Watertown, Wisconsin,
and the seminary of the Wisconsin Synod, then located in Milwaukee. ~ 7Grupe had operated a creamery and cheese factory and was about to
move to Kansas when he became interested in the formation of the Aid Association for Lutherans.
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in the matter of fraternal insurance, and was encouraged by his pastor,
H. Koch, to contact the Appleton group.

When Grupe met Voecks and

Ziegler, he discovered that they had virtually abandoned their plan to
establish a mutual insurance society patterned after Bankers Life of Des
Moines, Iowa.

Grupe instead suggested a Lutheran fraternal organization,

with branches being established in every congregation.
upon in order to obtain the required 500 applicants.
canvassed most of southern and eastern Wisconsin.

This was agreed
Grupe personally

Despite opposition

from pastors and laymen in both the Wisconsin and Missouri Synods, Grupe
had the necessary applicants by July.

In November the State of Wiscon-

sin granted the Association its charter, and on 5 December 1902, the
first annual meeting was held.

The Following officers were elected:

G.D. Ziegler, President; Henry Hegner, vice-president; Albert Voecks,
secretary; William H. Zuehlke, treasurer; Dr. G.
was elected Medical Director.

c.

Hoyer of Milwaukee

Grupe became one of the first trustees. 8

The first policies required an entrance fee of five dollars ~-00),
plus a medical examination for which the applicant had to pay two dollars
and fifty cents ($2.50).

The face value of the policy was $1,000.

In

1904 the Aid Association offered health insurance to those who owned life
insurance policies.

The cost was an additional three dollar ($3.00)

annual premium. 9

In 1905 women were permitted to join the association;
10
the rates for women were the same as those for men.
As Table 2

8The history of the founding of the Aid Association for Lutherans is
described in the following sources: Hainey, pp. 20-23; Voecks, pp. 1-9;
"Aid Association for Lutherans Has Had a Remarkable Growth in 25 Years,"
Correspondent, XXIV (1 J'uly 1927), 8-10; J'ohn W. Grupe, The Experiences
and Efforts of John w. Grupe: The Original Canvasser of the Aid Association for Lutherans (N.p., n.d.); Gottlieb D. Ziegler, Autobiography of
Gottlieb D. Ziegler (Appleton, Wisconsin, 1946).
9aainey, pp. 182(153)-191.
lO''B.emarkable Growth," Correspondent, XXIV, 10.
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indicates, the Association grew at a steady rate, although not everyone
belonging to the Association regarded the rate rapid enough.

The Oshkosh

branch wrote a lengthy letter to the Correspondent in· 1912, and lamented
that after ten years of existence the society still numbered only six
thousand Lutherans. 11
TABLE 2

GRCJJTH OF AID ASSOCIATION FOR Ltl'l'HBRANS, 1903-1927*

Date
Jan.
.Jan.
.Jan.
.Jan.
.Jan.
.Jan.
.Jan.
.Jan.
J'an.
J'an.
.Jan.
Jan.
Jan.

1,
1'
1,
1.
1,
1'
1,
1'
1,
1,
1,
1,
1,

Members
1903
1904
1905
1906
1907
1908
1909
1910
1911
1912
1917
1922
1927

607
1,150
1,492
2,119
2,881
3,685
4,465
5,308
6,196
6,478
10,130
22,468
51,773

Branches
33
64
77
90
121
137
151
186
217
234
350

Assets (in thousands)
$

2
6
16
32
45
74
104
146
200
243
643

687

1,658

1,505

5,510

*Adapted from Correspondent, XXIV (1 July 1927), 12.
Since the Aid Association for Lutherans was a fraternal organization,
it often received the same criticisms that were directed at other fraternal organizations.

Al though the Missouri Synod's basic objection to the

lodges was their religious nature, the Synod's literature pointed out
the financial unsoundness of fraternal insurance programs. 12 Furthermore,
11 •'Where are we Lutherans! Where is our love for one another!
Where is our enthusiasm for the sake of our church! Where is our selfsacrificing spirit to further the life, happiness and safety of others?"
Correspondent, IX (1 July 1912), 4-5.
12A few examples may be cited. c. Dreyer, ''Logen mit schwachen
Finanzen," Der Lutheraner, LIII (15 June 1897), 101, noted that in
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many pastors and laymen failed to differentiate between tbe insurance of
the lodges and the lodge program, and to them any fraternal insurance
society was wrong. 1 3

At any rate, it is quite clear that in the first ,

years of its history, the major source of opposition to the Aid Associa- /
tion for Lutherans came from pastors and members of the Wisconsin and
Missouri Synods.

)

But such a statement must be qualified inasmuch as

ttiere were some pastors and laymen who supported tbe organization.

That

some of the pastors of the Missouri and Wisconsin Synods should be opposed to the idea is somewhat understandable, since the original proposal was to begin a mutual life insurance company.

As late as 1898,

the Mixed Wolf Ri~er [Wisconsin] Pastoral Conference of the Missouri and
Wisconsin Synod apparently followed the position of A. L. Graebner of
opposing life insurance but approving fire insurance when it discussed
''The Difference between Fire and Life Insurance. nl4

The following year

Wisconsin there were a large number of very weak, little-known lodges.
Many of these will either resort to additional assessments or become
bankrupt. Dreyer stated that fifteen hundred orders have already become
bankrupt. W. , ''Pythiasritter und Ehrlichlceit," Der Lutberaner, LVII
(23 July 1901), 233, pointed out that in the Knights of Pythias in the
year 1900, $419,161 was paid in benefits, whereas administrative expenses were $451,075. There was a deficit of $225,268. L[udwig]
F[uerbringer], "Ueber die Unterstuetzung Seitens der Logen," Der
Lutheraner, LVII (20 August 1901), 264f., stated that in most"'1:oc:1ges
there is a high degree of financial instability. For similar criticisms
see F[uerbringer], ''Lebensversicherung," Der Lutheraner, LVII, 123;
''Von der Unsicherheit der Logenversicherung," Lehre und Wehre, XLVIII
(November 1902), 343; c. c. K., 'Wie unsicber ist es doch um die 'Versicherung' der Logen bestellt!" Der Lutberaner, LXVII (14 November 1911),
378; E. P[ardieck], ''Unsicberheit der Logenversicherung," Der Lutberaner,
LXVIII (19 March 1912) 1 90. For references in The Luthe.ran Witness, see
untitled notes volumes XXI (13 February 1902), 32; XXIII (14 July 1904),
116; XXIX (8 December 1910), 198.
1 3voecks, p. 4.

Italics in original.

Cf. also Grupe, p. 11.

14ner Lutheraner, LIV (12 July 1898), 122.
Pastor Jaeger.

The essayist was
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the Mixed Sheboygan and Manitowoc Conferences in Wisconsin discussed the
difference between fire and life insurance, and closely adhered to the
position of Graebner. 15

Both conferences were within fifty miles of

Appleton.
Since the idea for the Aid Association for Lutherans was born in
St. Paul's Congregation in Appleton, Wisconsin, the pastor, Reverend T.
Sauer, could not have been ignorant of what some of his key members were
proposing.

Most interesting is the fact that in the middle of the first

subscription drive in 1901, the ''Mixed Fox and Wolf River Valley Conference," a joint pastoral conference of Missouri and Wisconsin Synod pastors, met at St. Paul's Congregation to discuss the topic of life insurance.16

Unfortunately the minutes of the Conference are not extant, and

it cannot be known for certain whether the conference discussed the matter of a Lutheran mutual life insurance organization.

It is difficult

to imagine that it was not discussed, at least informally.

Later in the

year the founders printed and presuably distributed four thousand pamphlets and two hundred fifty circulars.1 7

Furthermore, Pastor H. Koch,

the Wisconsin Synod pastor at Greenville, knew of the organization in
Appleton in January 1902.18
The year 1902 was in many respects the year of crisis.

Rainey,

the official historian of the Aid Association for Lutherans states that
151'Protokollbuch der gemischte Pastoralconferenz von Manitowoc
und Sheboygan im Staate Wisconsin, 1893-1909." Bound ledger volume,
located in Concordia Historical Institute, St. Louis. Minutes for 11
April 1899, p. 55.
16ner Lutberaner, LVII (9 July 1901), 221. Pastor Henkel was the
discussant. ''Mixed" refers to a joint conference of pastors fram both
the Wisconsin and Missouri Synods.
-1.ney' P. 32 •

17.,._.

18Grupe, p. [1].

Pagination supplied.
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in J'une 1902, a committee of Wisconsin Synod pastors studied tbe constitution and by-laws and approved them. 19 Although the solicitation in
1901 had met with some opposition, and although many laymen gave "their
signatures and their support in spite of adverse advice from the minister, 1120 the nature and depth of opposition did not become clear until
1902, when J'ohn Grupe began actively soliciting throughout the congregations of the Synodical Conference in eastern and central Wisconsin. 21
Grupe's canvass illustrates the nature of attitudes within the
Missouri and Wisconsin Synods toward insurance.

In the spring of 1902

Grupe began in Manitowoc, Wisconsin, on Lake Michigan, at the congregation of Pastor K. Machmueller, of the Wisconsin Synod.

Machmueller was

receptive and permitted Grupe to use both the school hall and a list of
the congregation's members.

Grupe quoted Machmueller as having said,

''We should have started with this ten years ago. 1122

Grupe next visited

Two Rivers, where the pastor was unco-operative, but several members enrolled anyway.

Grupe then travelled to Kewanee, Algoma, Sturgeon Bay,

and Centerville.

At Centerville the farmers refused because, they said,

they were •\Jell enough off. 112 3 Grupe next went to Sheboygan, where there
were four or five Lutheran congregations.

Only one pastor would give

19Rainey, p. 32. Rainey gives no further information about the
nature of the committee. It may at least be questioned whether the committee was actually an official committee or just a group of pastors
whose advice had been solicited.
2 0voecks, p.

s.

2lcf. Rainey, pp. 25-26, for a geographical pinpointing of the
first five hundred members.
22Grupe, p. [4].
23 Ibid.,p. [S].
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any assistance, and that was merely to provide the names of two prominent
members of the congregation. 24

Able to sign only eight members, and dis-

couraged by the "everlasting fights" and "the cold shoulder • • • obtained at the hands of most of the cle~ymen," Grupe's ardor waned.
Sheboygan Falls was not much better.

A chance meeting with Pastor

Koch of Greenville sent Grupe off in a new direction.

Koch reported that

there was a pastoral meeting in Milwaukee, and that Grupe might be able
to present his insurance plan to the pastors.

When Grupe arrived, he was

not allowed a formal opportunity to speak, although an informal discussion was held.

It is not known whether the co~erence was exclusively

Wisconsin Synod or whether Missouri Synod pastors were also present.

As

a result of this meeting one of the pastors invited Grupe to his congregation which was "infested with lodge members, in order to try to win
some for our cause and draw them away from the anti-Christian organizations. n 25
members.

Grupe signed nine of these members, six of which were lodge
When Grupe asked for a meeting of all members of the congre-

gations, the pastor apparently doubted the wisdom of his invitation.
Although he had originally consented to the meeting, he advised his members before the meeting that Grupe might not everi show up.

That rumor

caused poor attenclance. 26
Grupe met with more success in Racine and Kenosha.

At Fond du Lac

he could not obtain permission to solicit among the congregation's
241bid., p. 6.

The pastor's name in Sheboygan was Vollbrecht.

25Grupe, ''Canvasser for the First 500," p. [11]. The pastor was
Rev. Henning of Waukesha, letter from Voecks to B. B. Hauser, Adrian,
Michigan, 14 October 1910. Copy in .AAL files.
261bid.

28S

members. 27

At Oshkosh, Grupe met a close friend of his father, who wel-

comed Grupe warmly.

When Grupe announced that be was selling Lutheran

life insurance, the pastor was shocked and stated:
All my life I have been fighting the lodges and at the same
time life insurance. I, therefore, cannot see how I can consent to a life insurance even though it is sponsored by a
group of our own Lutheran men. 28
After a lengthy conversation the pastor was persuaded by Grupe's arguments and granted permission to solicit within his congregation.
Grupe visited other places in Wisconsin, but without noticeable
incident. 29

By 1 July 1902 the required five hundred signatures had

been attained, and Grupe terminated his itinerary.

On the basis of

thes:a experiences in 1902, Grupe estimated that approximately seventyfive per cent of the pastors and laymen of the Synodical Conference were
opposed to the Aid Association for Lutherans. 30
One of the strange omissions in Grupe's account, or those of the
other writers of the Association's early history, was the pastoral
conference of the Fox and Wolf River Valley, which met at Kaukauna,
Wisconsin, less than ten miles east of Appleton, 22 to 24 July 1902.
This was less than a month after Grupe had enrolled the last of the
five hundred names.

At the conference, Missouri Synod pastors

27The pastor was G. E. Bergemann, a member of the Wisconsin Synod.
28Grupe , p. (8]. The pastor was C. Dowidat, a member of the
Wisconsin Synod. Grupe, '"Canvass for the First S00," p. (11].
2 9Among the places visited were Hortonville, Binghampton, Greenville, Apple Creek, Black Creek, Brillion, Reedsville, Forrest Junction,
New London, Tigerton, Wittenberg, and Rhinelander. ~ - , p. [8].
30J. W. Grupe, ''Reminiscences," The Correspondent, XXIV (1 July
1927), 16.
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H. J. Fuhrmann and F. L •. Karth were to discuss the topic of life insurance.

31

It is unlikely that the newly-formed organization, though still

without an official charter, was overlooked in the discussion.

Perhaps

the issue of the Association had been resolved for moat of these men in
the previous month, when, according to Rainey, a ccmmittee of Wisconsin
Synod pastors studied the constitution and by-laws.3 2

Although the re-

sults of neither the Wisconsin Synod coamittee nor the joint pastoral
conference are known, it seems clear that neither took strong action
against the Aid Association for Lutherans.
A third pastoral meeting occurred in the fall of 1903, when the
joint pastoral conference of the Missouri Synod and Wisconsin Synod pastors of the Fox and Wolf River Valley met at Pastor C. A. Bretscher's
congregation in Hortonville, a town about ten miles northwest of Appleton.

The topic for this conference was ''The Appleton Aid Matter."

Pastor A. Grimm of the Missouri Synod was the essayist, with Pastor W.
Henke 1 serving as co-essayist. 33 Unfortunately, the records of the
conference are not extant, nor do the histories of the Aid Association
for Lutherans refer to the conference.

Perhaps no representatives of

the Aid Association for Lutherans were present.

It is probable that

the conference was divided over the issue, since Pastor A. ~ri.Dm at a
much later time admitted that he had been strongly opposed to the Aid
Association. 34 That the Conference did not take any strong actions
31ner Lutheraner, LVIII (8 July 1902), 220.
32Rainey, p. 32.
3 3ner Lutheraner, LIX (29 September 1903), 317.
was to convene October 6.
34Infra., p. 296.

The conference
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against the Association seems to be indicated by the lack of c011111ent by
the founders of the Association.
The Aid Association for Lutherans gathered also sane spontaneous support from pastors.

The very influential Pastor H. Daib, who was a founder

of Wisconsin Church Mutual Fire Association in 1897, and president of the
Northern District of the Missouri Synod, asked John Grupe to come to
Merrill, Wisconsin, to establish a branch in his congregation. 35
By 1905 there were three full-time agents forming mw branches in
Wisconsin and adjacent states.

Mr. Louis Waltman was in Milwaukee ~

Mr. F. C. Marth began soliciting in 1905, first in Wisconsin, and later
in Indiana and especially Minnesota. 36

Mr. B. E. Mayerhoff discontinued

teaching parochial school in Freedom, Wisconsin, to become a full-time
agent for the Association.

Mayerhoff worked throughout the United States,

and eventually he was made responsible for all field operations. 37
In 1906 two pastoral conferences in Wisconsin discussed life insurance, but with unknown results as far as the Aid Association for
Lutherans is concerned.

The conferences were the Mixed Dodge and

Washington County Conference, counties about twenty miles north of Milwaukee.

Here Pastors Theodore Hoffman and

w.

Huth were the co-essayists.

At the Mixed Chippewa Valley Conference, a hundred and fifty miles west
of Appleton, Pastor J. F. F. Gerike was the essayist. 38
35Grupe, Experiences and Efforts, p. [11].
The Correspondent, XXIV, 10.

"Hemarkable Growth,"

36F. c. Marth, ''Experiences While Working for the Aid Association
for Lutherans , " i'n Vc.,ecks, pp. [13-16].
37 "Local Branches Have Been Organized in Nearly All States," !!!!_
Correspondent, XXIV (1 July 1927), 20.
38De.r Lutheraner, LXII (8 May 1906), 164; LXII (11 September 1906),
316.
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Evidence of growing support for the Association is clear not only
by the growth in memberships and branches as indicated in Table 2, but
by the approval from a committee which Hainey vaguely identifies as "a

committee report of the Wisconsin Synod Convention in Milwaukee, in
1907."

(The proceedings of the Wisconsin Synod for that year do not

mention such a report.)

At any rate, Rainey wrote the following:

The coumittee named by a proper Synod to investigate the position

of the Appleton Aid Association to our church reports as follows:
1.

The Association claims a purely business character, but
does not intend to replace or influence Christian deeds
of loving kindness.

2.

Its mutual methods of business . . . are not in conflict
with God's Word.

3.

The name should be changed so that the confessional stamp
may disappear, and it should be called: ''Mutual Aid Association of Appleton."

4.

Since a recent circular gave the impression that this
society claimed to be a servant of the church, it should
be expressly stated that this is not the case.

5.

The laws of the society expressly forbid the local branch
to deal with congregational matters in their meetings.
The constitution further forbids that any resolution
should be drawn up in the local branch contradictory to
the church ordinances of the congregation concerned.

6.

We find that when a member for whatever reason ceases to
be a Lutheran he should not suffer financially but he should
lose the power to influence the character of the branch by
losing his right to vote and to hold office.

7.

On these grounds, it is our opinion that this society is
little or not at all to be distinguished from similar societies which already exist in our congregations and
should not be combatted as anti-Christian, and that joining this society should be left to the conscience of individuals. 39

Although this statement of approval was by a Wisconsin Synod coamittee,
39Rainey, p. 37.
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it probably comes close to representing the attitudes and opinions of
many Missouri Synod pastors as we.11.
There are indications that around 1909 a specific attempt was made
to penetrate the clergy of the Synodical Conference.

There was a large

amount of correspondence with pastors during the year and a number of
endorsements by pastors we.re published in 'the Correspondent at this time.
Some pastors also actively supported the Association not only by purchasing policies themselves, but also by promoting the establishment of
branches within their own congregations. 40
In the same year, 1909, two articles written by pastors of the
Missouri Synod appeared in The Correspondent.

The articles reflect on

the one hand growing support of the Association, and on the other hand
the continuation of opposition to life insurance.

The first article

appeared in July, and was titled, "Reply to Several Ideas which are
Occa sionally Lodged against Our Society. 1141

The article was written

by "a faithful, conscientious pastor of the honorable Missouri Synod. ,.42
The article was possibly part of a promotional campaign in which copies

of The Correspondent, together with a covering letter, were sent to
40on this latter point see the correspondence between Mr. Voecks
and Bev. Kroencke, Cincinnati, Ohio, 28 April 1909; Mr. Voecka and Bev.
E. W. Kuss, New Orleans, La., 2 September 1909; Voecke and Mr. Schmalz,
St. Paul, Minnesota, 17 April, 1909; Voecka and Rev. s. C. Wehrs,
Hudson, New York, 10 March, 1909; Voecks to A. w. Siebert, Lima, Ohio,
27 January, 1909. Copies of the correspondence are in the archives of
the Aid Association for Lutherans.
41,'Beantwortung einiger Bedenken, die man zuweilen gegen unsere
Gesellschaft gel tend machen will," The Correspondent, VI (1 July 1909),
5-8.
42~ . , Vi, S.
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pastors of the Synodical Conference.43
About this time, probably shortly after the publication of the
J'uly issue of the Correspondent, a group of pastors met in Antigo, Wiscons in, led by Pastor Alfred Grim.

The group's purpose was to destroy

the Aid Association for Lutherans~ according to Voecks and Grupe.

The

group of pastors decided to publish an essay by Grimm which condemned
the Association. 44

This pamphlet may well have been tbe essay written

by Grinun in 1903 for tbe Mixed Fox and Wolf River Pastoral Conference.
Pastor E. A. Wenzel, a Missouri Synod pastor from Gilette, Arkansas,
wrote a critique of Grimm's essay.

Wenzel's response was published in

tbe Correspondent in October 1909. 4 5
Between 1910 and 1912, several Missouri Synod pastoral conferences
specifically studied the Aid Association

for Lutherans, apparently in

response to the Aid Association's campaign of 1909, and tbe counterattack by Grinun.46
43The conclusion is based on the quantity and nature of correspondence that has been preserved from this year. This was made available
to the present researcher at the home office of the Aid Association for
Lutherans.
44

Infra, pp. 295-296.

451'Letter from Voecks to Rev. A. Wenzel, Gilette, Arkansas, 14
September 1909," copy in AAL files. A. Wenzel, ''Kann sich ein Christ
an der Appleton'er 'Unterstuetzungsgesellschaft fuer Lutheraner' ohne
Suende betheiligen? Eine Conferenzarbeit," Der Correspondent, VI
(1 October 1909), 5-6. The title of the article was apparently identical to that of Grinm's pamphlet.
Ernst August Wenzel (1866-1937) was born in Silesia and studied at
the Seminary in Kropp, Schleswig-Holstein. At age 21 he came to Texas
and served as a traveling pastor (Reiseprediger) for twenty years. He
then had parishes in Arkansas , Illinois , and Louisiana. Der Lutheraner,
XCIII (9 November 1937), 381-382.
46 See Appendix for a list of pastoral conferences which examined the
issue of life insurance. Those conferences which studied the Aid Association in particular were the following: West J.Cansas Pastoral Conference,
Der Lutheraner, LXVI (3 May 1910), 145; South California Pastoral

291
Developments in 1909 illustrate some of the attitudes which prevailed within the Synod both for and against life insurance, as well as
the methods which were employed to bring about or to retard changes of
opinion.
In the July 1909 issue of The Correspondent, an anonymous pastor of
the Missouri Synod, who may well have been E. A. Wenzel ,47 noted that
there were many conscientious people who would join the Association, if
some of their legitimate concerns could be answered.48

The article re-

veals what "one conscientious pastor" of the Missouri Synod considered
were the major objections within the Synod to life insurance and the Aid
Association for Lutherans.

The article first dispelled any conception

of the Aid Association being a typical lodge.

There were "no initiation

ceremonies , no secrets , no oath, no promise in 1 ieu of an oath."

Further-

more, it was not an institution of charity or love, but a "civil institution for the mutual aid in old age, sickness and death."

The society did

not serve the Lutheran church, except in indirect ways.
The reason the term "life insurance" was not used was clarified.
The word "aid" (Unterstuetzung) was used instead, first, because many
"loving and reasonable people would associate false implications with
Conference, Der Lutheraner, LXVI (22 March 1910), 95; New York Pastoral
Conference, Der Lutheraner, LXVI (11 January 1910), 11. Por the New
York Pastoral Conference Der Lutheraner gives the title simply as "Mutual
Support Societies within Our Congregations." That this involved a specific examination of the Aid Association for Lutherans is made clear by
correspondence from Voecks to Bev. W. Koepchen, 11 March 1910, and from
Voecks to Bev. W. Koenig, 11 March 1910. Both letters referred to the
approaching pastoral conference. Other pastoral conferences which studied the Aid Association for Lutherans include the East and West Kansas
Pastoral Conference, Der Lutheraner, LXVII (13 June 1911), 196; and the
West Kansas Pastoral Conference, Der Lutheraner, LXVII (28 May 1912), 176.
47
cf • infra, p. 297.
4811Beantwortung einiger Bedenken," The Correspondent, VI, 5-6.
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this term [life insurance]," such as the idea that the plan provided for
the "continuation of earthly life" and operated against the decree of
God.

Secondly, the term "1 ife insurance" was not an accurate descrip-

tion of the Association because in addition to paying death benefits,
there were also retirement and disability benefits.
The next objection answered was that the society was nothing more
than a mutual life insurance canpany.

As such it was therefore to be

viewed as an institution of gambling.

The usual argument was described

as foll'ows:
You do not trust in God. The lack of trust in God moves you to
establish such a society. Each one of you wants to receive more
money than you put in. Money and financial assets (Geldeswerth)
may be attained only through work, gifts, inheritance or a
divine intervention received through an honorable means. The
difference between the s\DD which is contributed and that which is
received as a benefit at the demise of a member, is not such a
permitted means. This money is therefore obtained in a sinful
way. Your mutual life insurance is a game of chance (Glueckspiel) with which the individual member plays against the entire
society, and the entire society against the individual member.
Life, which is the precious time of grace (Gnadenzeit), is thereby
used as the card in the wager. That is against the seventh commandment, thus a damnable sin. Thus it is sinful to join your
organization, and we must fight it, as against the godless
lodges.
In responding to this line of argumentation, the writer first stated
that the · passage frequently employed against life insurance was

_

Psalm
146 :9 : · ''The Lord watches over the sojourners, he upholds the
....
wid~""ana- tlie · fatherless" (RSV) •

The writer contended this passage

was Gospel and not Law, since it contains a promise.

This passage

therefore does not serve to expose what is sinful, since that is the
function of Law.

That greed was the conmon motivation for joining the

Aid Association, the writer doubted because he was skeptical of the
ability of anyone to make such a sweeping generalization about the
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hearts of all people. 49

Rather, the writer pointed out that Scriptural

passages sucli as Proverbs 6:6 1 8; 2 Corinthians 12:14; and 1 Timothy 5:8,·
indicate provision for the future is not sinful or a sign of distrust in
God.

Never, he continued, has he heard it proven that it is wrong to

make the future as safe as possible for one's dependents.50
That life insurance was a method to obtain more than one was entitled to, was rebutted on the grounds that the object of insurance was
not to obtain the greatest possible gain, but the greatest possible set:urity.
In response to the argument that the only permissible methods of obtaining money were work, gifts, inheritance, or a special gift of God,
the writer cited the example of the death of a spouse, which resulted in
the surviving partner receiving the financial assets of the deceased.
This income did not properly belong under any of the four categories
described above. 51

The writer then referred to other insurance methods,

such as fire, which

c.

F.

w.

Walther approved in 1868.

In these a person

may receive in repayment more than he contributed in premiums. 52

If this

49All of the above is found on ~ . , VI , 5 •
SOibid., VI, 6. Prov. 6:6,8: ''Go to the ant, 0 sluggard; consider
her ways';"and be wise. • . • She prepares her food in summer, and
gathers her sustenance in harvest." 2 Cor. 12 :14: "And I will not be. a
burden, for I seek not what is yours but you; for children ought not to
lay up for their parents, but parents for their children." 1 Tim. 5:8:
"If anyone does not provide for his relatives, and especially for his
own family, he has disowned the faith and is worse than an unbeliever."
(All quotations are from the RSV.)
51Another illustration used was the dissolving of an organization
which had accumulated assets over the years, but the membership greatly
subsidized. When the assets were finally divided, the member received
more in return than he had contributed. The argument is really referring to profit on investment.
52 Ibid., VI, 6. The reference to Walther was an opinion (Gutachten)
written by Walther in 1868, and published in Lehre und Wehre, XLIII
(November 1897), 378.
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method of receiving income was wrong in cases of sickness and death, it
is wrong in cases of fire, also, the author argued.

Recognizing A. L.

Graebner's argument about life insurance not being an indemnity, an argument repeated as late as 1908 by F. Bente, the writer stated that
there is a definite financial loss which takes place in sickness and
death, as well as in events of fire, hail, and other calamities, and
that it is proper to receive reimbursement for all such financial losses
through insurance.53
To the argument that membership in such an organization involved a
wager between the individual and the organization, three reasons were
given in refutation.
mize his security.

First, each member joins the organization to maxiMembers join to assist each other; they join to care

for each other not to compete with each other.

Secondly, a distinction

is to be made between ''mere circumstance" (blosse Zufall) or ''blind luck"
(das blinde Glueck) and the method by which the organization operated.
B)11 means, efum6rba:U.by·•t.ables the society, for its part, is not involved
in any kind of a gamble.

Thirdly, in a game of chance, a person may

lose what he contributes, without receiving anything of value.

In the

Association, a member receives with every quarterly contribution the
assurance that the society will pay his survivors a stipulated amount
of money.

Although it seemed as though the premium was lost if the in-

sured did not die during a specific quarter, that was not accurate.
During that quarter the insured received the valuable security of knowing the society would have paid his survivors had he died.
531'Beantwortung einiger Bedenlcen," Correspondent, VI, 7.
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At ab~ut this time, although perhaps before the publication of the
previous article , 54 a pastoral conference, perhaps informally s\BIIDoned,
was held at Antigo, Wisconsin.

Granted that it may be somewhat preju-

diced, the account of the event by John Grupe is probably essentially
correct.

Albert Voecks, then secretary of the Aid Association, asked

Grupe to go to Antigo.
Battle of Antigo."

Grupe went and experienced what he termed ''The

Grupe wrote:

The pastoral conference was already in session when I arrived
in Antigo. When I stepped into the meeting hall, I was immediately asked: "Are you the representative of the Aid Association
for Lutherans?" When I answered in the affirmative, the assembly
told me in plain language what they thought of our Association.
The members of the conference also made it clear that they were
going to do everything possible to stop our work, that they were
going to print an article in their official church paper, ''THE GEMBINDE BLATT, 1155 which would warn the readers of this paper against our
efforts to enroll them in the Association. One of the pastors, this
I recall distinctly, got up and made this remark: "I helped you obtain eight memJ,ers for your Association, but as soon as I return
home, I will see to it that they drop out of your organization."
Everyone seemed to be against me. Yet, I listened attentively to
their arguments, and it was apparent that these men understood very
little about our Association, at least nothing about our motives
for starting it. I, therefore, asked the chairman to give me the
opportunity to give the assembly an explanation. This permission
was given. So I outlined to them the reasons behind our steps,
telling them of the advantages of having an insurance organization
within our own church circles. There was one point especially upon
which I dwelled at length; namely, the help such an insurance organization as our·s would give us in keeping our Lutherans out of
the lodge. You can imagine, many questions were hurled my way.
After I had explained and answered these quastions as best I could,
54That the incident with Grimm at Antigo occurred about this time
is probable from the article by A. Wenzel, in which he states that Gri.mn
called the ''Aid Association, to which some S000 Lutherans belonged, a
'Schwindelfirma. •" See Table 2 which indicates that the Association
reached the S000 mark about the middle of 1909.
55The Gemeinde-Blatt was the official paper of the Wisconsin Synod,
but it woul.d be a mistake to assume that the group was composed entirely
of Wisconsin Synod pastors, since the chairman was Pastor Gri.mn of the
Missouri Synod.
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the chairman arose and said: "I must admit, Mr. Grupe helped to
clear up many a doubt in my mind. I think more favorably of this
Association now than I did before. So, brethren, what shall we do
about it?" It seemed at th~s time that things were coming my way.
But just as I was beginning to feel a little at ease, a professor,
who happened to be sitting in the rear of the hall, arose and said:
"I am surprised to hear our chairman say, 'What shall we do about
it? · To me it is clear what to do, root them out by the roots.
Let us use everything we can to destroy them as soon as possible,
for this is the devil's work. Through this very organization he is
trying to destroy the belief in God's Word and faith in God. I
believe that all insurance is sinful, even fire insurance. If what
I own should be destroyed by fire, I trust that God will restore it
again." Naturally, the entire assembly once more turned against
me. I nevertheless stuck to my guns, and at the first opportunity
directed a broadside at the professor. I told him that if the
spirit was right it was not at all wrong to insure one's belongings
in an insurance company, especially not in a Christian insurance
organization. I told him furthermore that it was the obligation of
his fellow-Christians to help him make up his loss in case his belongings were destroyed by fire. And surely it wasn't wrong for
Christians to make provisions to help one another before the losses
occurred. And that is all I Christian insurance is. And as a final
shot at the entire group, I stated: ''You gentlemen may do as you
please, but I assure you that the Aid Association for Lutherans will
stay." And then I left the assembly hall.
I found out later that this conference did nothing to harm
us. In fact, a few years later, the very man who acted as chairman
of that meeting and his congregation applied for a loan of $8000.00
at our Association for a building project.56
The "professor" cannot be identified.

The chairman of the confer-

ence, Grupe wrote on another occasion, was Pastor Alfred Grium. 57

Grimm

did not maintain an adamant attitude, and sometime later adopted a more
ameliorative position.58

Besides being a pastor, Grimm wrote numerous

S6Experiences and Efforts, pp. (12-13]. For other accounts, with
slight variations see Grupe, ''Canvass for the First 500," in Voecks, p.
(12], and Grupe, ''Reminiscences," Der Correspondent, XXIV, 17.
57Grupe, ''Canvass for the First 500 Members," in Voecks, p. (12].
58This was the report of agent F. c. Marth, who stated that Grium
told him on a visit to the pastor "sometime" after ''The Battle of Antigo"
that he would neither hinder nor assist Marth. Marth was able to establish a branch in Grimm's congregation. Marth, "Experiences," inVoecks,
p. 15.
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volumes of short stories under the penname of "Alfred Ira." In one of
these volumes, published in 1913, Grinm told of a woman in Northern Wisconsin who shed no tears while her husband lay dying from an accident.
Her remorseless disposition rested on the knowledge that her days of
struggling existence would soon be over, for her husband had a life insurance policy of $2000.00.

Griam did not refrain from moralizing that:

life insurance is an achievement of our enlightened century.
• • • Every human feeling is extinguished. Marriage is viewed
and managed as nothing else than a lottery. • • • The man is no
longer the husband, the head and father of his family, but only
an "Investment • .,59
The response to Grimm's pamphlet appeared in the Correspondent in
October 1909.

Written by Pastor A. Wenzel, from Gilette, Arkansas, the

article criticized Grimn's pamphlet as intemperate and sarcastic.

The

article was titled •~an a Christian join the Appleton 'Aid Association
for Lutherans' Without Sinning? A Conference Presentation."
also the title of Griam's pamphlet.

It was

Wenzel asked which conference this

had been prepared for and whether it had been unanimously approved.
accused Griam of not writing in a tone of brotherly love.

He

Following

the outline of Grimn •s pamphlet, Wenzel listed thirteen different criticisms of Grimn's position.

Not all of these criticisms are clear,

59There is a fairly complete collection of Alfred Grimn's books in
the archives of Concordia Historial Institute. The book from which the
above story is taken is Bilder aus dem Beisepredigerleben (Antigo, Wisconsin: Antigo Publishing Company, 1913), pp. 56-61. The quotation is
from p. 61.
Whether the incident was one of Grimn's personal experiences is unknown, although he claimed all the stories were true. Cf. "An den
Leser."
Grimm has a son living in Chippewa Falls, Wisconsin, who has been
contacted for further information regarding his father's involvement in
the life insurance issue, but no response has been received so far.
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since Grimm's pamphlet is not available. 60
How large an impact the Aid Association for Lutherans was making on
the Missouri Synod is somewhat difficult to determine.

There was no

mention of the formation of the Aid Association for Lutherans in either
Der Lutheraner or the Luther(ln Witness in the first decades of the twentieth century.

Continued growth of the society is one indication.

Another indication is the number of pastors who actually purchased policies.

In writing to one pastor in September 1909, Voecks guessed that

several hundred Lutheran ministers belonged.61

In the following year,

'V->ecks received an inquiry from Dr. H. G. Stub, who was president of the
Norwegian Synod, am who later became president of the Norwegian Lutheran
Church of America and the first president of the National Lutheran Council.

Voecks informed Stub that there were no separate lists of pastors,

but that a quick survey indicated that at least thirty-five members of
the Missouri Synod and thirty-four members of the Wisconsin Synod, as
well as members fran the Minnesota and Norwegian Synods belonged.62

In

1910 Voecks also wrote that
Missouri Synod ministers have repeatedly stated that as long as
we conduct our business in a businesslike manner and do not
claim to be doing charity, theJ would have no objection to us
entering their congregations. 6
60wenzel, VI, 5-6.
611'Letter from Albert Voecks to Bev. E. W. Kuss, New Orleans, La.,
2 September 1909"; copy in the archives of the Aid Association for
Lutherans.
621'Letter of Albert Voecks to Dr. H. G. Stub, Bed Wing, Minnesota,
20 August 1910"; copy is in archives of Aid Association for Lutherans.
631'Letter from Albert Voecks to B. E. Mayerhoff, 29 August 1910";
copy in archives of Aid Association for Lutherans.
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Thus it would seem most Missouri Synod pastors by 1910 found it possible
either to support or tolerate the type of life insurance offered by the
Aid Association for Lutherans.
Periodic campaigns were conducted by the Aid Association for Lutherans to enlist pastors of the Missouri Synod both as policyholders and
as supporters of branches within their congregations.
was conducted in 1909 and the first part of 1910.

One such campaign

Copies of letters sent

to pastors apparently are not extant, but on the basis of other correspondence between Albert Voecks, the secretary of the Association, and
pastors of the Missouri Synod, it would seem that pastors received a copy
of the J'uly 1909 Correspondent, which contained the article, "Answer to
Several Ideas which Are Occasionally Lodged against Our Society." There
may well have been a covering letter. 64

An apparent result of this cam-

paign was the examination of the Association by several pastoral conferences in Kansas, California, and the Atlantic District.

This was the

only time pastoral conferences made the Aid Association for Lutherans a
matter of formal study. 65
Another campaign was conducted around 1916 and 1917.

A pamphlet

addressed to "Esteemed Pastor or Teacher!" was evidently sent to al 1
6411Answer to Several Ideas which Are Occasionally Lodged Against
Our Society," Correspondent, VI (J'uly 1909), 5-8. Cf. especially Letter from Ziegler to A. w. Siebert, Lima, Ohio, dated 27 January 1909,
carbon in files of Aid Association for Lutherans. Other correspondence
relevant to the campaign includes: Albert Voecks to Rev. Kroencke,
Cincinnati, Ohio, 28 April 1909; Albert Voecks to Rev. R. Meier, Oklahoma, 1909; Voecks to Bev. B. w. Kuss, New Orleans, Louisiana, 2 Sept.
1909; Voecks to Mr. Bev. George Romoser, Conover, N. C. , 12 October
1909.
65c£. ·liut,r11,,;:pu~ ~9o. :, .

..
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pastors and teachers within the Synodical Conference. 66

The pamphlet

stressed that the Aid Association for Lutherans excluded all lodge members.

It also stated that application for insurance could be made di-

rectly to the home office.

(This procedure ' allowed pastors or teachers

to purchase life insurance without the knowledge of any local people.) 67
At least senventy-five to one hundred pastors responded by asking for
further information. 68

Another campaign was conducted in September and

October of 1926, evidently in preparation for the twenty-fifth anniversary of the Aid Association for Lutherans.

Letters over Ziegler"s sig-

nature were sent to pastors who were considered "naturally interested
in the work the association was doing for the church and Lutherans in
general."

The letter asked the recipient to state whether he would

allow his name to be used as a supporter of the Association.

A place

was provided on the bottom of the letter for the recipient's signature.
A descriptive brochure and an application form were also enclosed. 69
Many pastors wrote additional comments which illuminate the Synod's
general disposition in 1926.
chapter.

These will be incorporated in the next

On the basis of the correspondence in the files, approximately

one hundred fifty pastors gave positive endorsements and permission to
66 •'Geehrter Herr Pastor oder Lehrer!" The pamphlet was simply
titled "Aid Association for Lutherans" and bore no date. Its issuance
around 1916 seems certain from internal evidence as well as its
placement in the files of the Theodore Graebner Collection, Box 13,
at Concordia Historical Institute, St. Louis, where the copy is located.
67~-, p. 3.
681.etters in the files of the Aid Association for Lutherans.
69correspondence in the files of the Aid Association for Lutherans.
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use their names for publication.

Another one hundred fifty pastors, who

were members of the Aid Association for Lutherans, refused to consent to
the public use of their names.

Another one hundred fifty non-members

refused to endorse the Association.

The Silver Anniversary issue of the

Correspondent published the endorsements on the inside of the back cover.
The endorsement was titled ''Ministers Endorse Our Association." The
Correspondent stated that
approximately fifty percent of the clergy and teachers of the
Synodical Conference are already members of our association.
Many of the others who are not with us carry life insurance
with old line companies. They should all be with us, their
own company. 70
The following endorsement had under it the names of 277 pastors frcm
32 statea and the District of Columbia:
We, the undersigned, members of the Aid Association for Lutherans,
being interested in bringing the benefits of this great Association to our fellow Lutherans, do heartily endorse it as being not
in conflict with the teaching and practices of our Synodical
Conference Lutheran churches. It is in every way unobjectionable , and deserves the confidence and patronage of every Lutheran
who is interested in what the Association has to offer. We recommend it to your earnest consideration. 71
Another 153 pastors signed the following endorsement:
Having thoroughly examined this association I am prepared to say
that this is a pure, sound, and safe business affair that will
and must benefit the cause of our church in that it will serve
to keep our people out of the unchristian and idolatrous lodges.
In find nothing objectionable in this worthy association and I
hesitate not to say that all Lutherans should give this association the preference above all others.72
7 o''Ministers Endorse Our Association," Correspondent, XXIV (1
J'uly 1927), 27.
71 Ibid. Cf. Letter from G. D. Ziegler to Rev. Paul Sauer, 15
December1926, files of the AAL, for a similar estimate of participation by Synodical Conference pastors and teachers.
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The impact of the Aid Association for Lutherans in changing the mind of
the Missouri Synod cannot be underestimated.

The publication of the

above endorsements by clergymen undoubtedly went a long way in changing
the minds of those who were still opposed to life insurance.

In a sur-

vey of older pastors and teachers in the Synod conducted in 1969, it was
found that 179 out of 322 (55

percent) purchased their first life in-

surance policy from the Aid Association for Lutherans. 73
There were several articles in the Correspondent describing why life
insurance was useful and acceptable to Christians.
were written by Henry

c.

Several such articles

Wind, general agent in Kansas and Oklahoma.

A

typical article was "A Struggle with Convictions" which described how a
pastor changed his .mind about life insurance. 74
During the first ten years of its existence the Aid Association for
Lutherans could describe itself as a large mutual aid society.

It. oper-

ated purely on the assessment system, with advance payments being paid
quarterly or annually.
ticipated claims.

The payments were large enough to cover the an-

Often there was sufficient surplus to declare a div-

idend, which could be applied against another premium.

In 1911, how-

ever, the Aid Assoc;i.ation for Lutherans was transformed from an assessment
73

survey made by this writer. In addition three bought their first
policies from the Lutheran Brotherhood, seven from Concordia Mutual Benefit League in Chicago, and five from Lutheran Mutual, waverly, Iowa. Ten
Ten listed other fraternal societies. Not all who responded to the questionnaire indicated for which company they purchased their first policy.
7411A Struggle with Convictions," Correspondent, XXI (1 May 1924), 1.
'The Right Understanding," Correspondent, XXIII (1 August 1926), 6 i ''Life
lnsurance--Wbat Is It?" Correspondent, XXI (1 March 1924), 1.
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society to a legal reserve life insurance company.

The reason for the

change was the disastrous experiences of other fraternal societies, as
noted above. 75

The major problem experienced by most fraternal organi-

zations was the inability to maintain a stable average age of members,
and hence a stable, average assessment rate.

New societies were always

coming into existence to provide what was thought to be less expensive
insurance than the older societies.

Various methods were tried to ob-

tain more financial stability, such as graded assessments and natural
assessments, but with little success.
In 1910 the National Convention of Insurance Commissioners met with
representatives of the National Fraternal Congress and the Associated
Fraternities of America in Mobile, Alabama, and agreed on what has been
called the ''Mobile Bill."

It stated that rates must be based on the

National Fraternal Congress Table of Mortality or on a more severe table.
Various eta tes passed laws requiring compliance with this standard.
was the state of Wisconsin.

One

Thus in 1911, the Board of Directors of the

Aid Association for Lutherans decided to adopt the American Experience
Table of Mortality.

Furthermore, policies issued before 1911 continued

on the old basis, but new ones would be based on the more adequate
75 trifra, pp. 222-224. The difficulties of fraternal societies' use
of the assessment method in the nineteenth and early twentieth century
is described in Richard De Raismes Kip, Fraternal Life Insurance in
America (Philadelphia: n.p., 1953), pp. 92-105.
76Graded assessments required that members be graded upon entrance
to the society on the basis of age. The same amount was paid throughout the person's membership. Those who entered at a younger age paid
smaller assessments. The natural assessment system required members to
be assessed according to their current age; this mean assessments were
smaller for the younger person and increased with the age of the participant.
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rates which would allow for the required legal reserves.
could be converted to new ones.

Old policies

When news of the change reached the con-

stituency of the Association, some strenuously objected.

The opposition

was led by a group in Fond du Lac, Wisconsin, headed by Pastor G. B.
Bergemann.

The result was that the change in rates was postponed for

six months, during which time President G.D. Ziegler visited almost all
the local branches in Wisconsin, Illinois, Minnesota, and Michigan.

The

Fond du Lac group doubted that the Board of Directors' recommendation
was necessary and brought the matter before the Wisconsin Insurance Department, which assured the group that the Directors were correct.

A

referendum was conducted in 1912, and the new rates were approved almost
unanimously. 77

The Aid Association for Lutherans now looked more like~a

commercial life insurance society, and less like a mutual aid society of
the type known and approved by most within the Synod in the nineteenth
century. 78
With the creation of legal reserve life insurance the Aid Association for Lutherans had the same characteristics to which C. P. W.
Walther had so strenuously objected less than fifty years earlier.

Prior

to 1912 the Aid Association had accumulated some surplus premiums, which
770Remarkable Growth," Correspondent, XXIV, 11; Ziegler, p. 19;
Correspondent, IX (1 July 1912), 2.
78 By 1928, the Correspondent, XXV Cl July 1928), S, had to publish
an article stating that branches were necessary to maintain legal
classification as a fraternal society. Many may have seen the AAL
simply as a mutual aid society, a purely business arrangement, although
others may have viewed the Association simply as a life insurance company. In 1929, Rev. H. W. Degner wrote to G. D. Ziegler, "I see no
essential differences in the principles of your association and that of
other life insurance companies." Letter dated 12 November 1926.
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were invested, but after that date the surplus became a very important
part of each life insurance policy.

The only significant difference be-

tween the fraternal life insurance offered by the Aid Association for
Lutherans and commercial life insurance was that the Aid Association for
Lutherans was licensed as a fraternal organization and therefore had to
include a clause in all of its policies which made all policies liable
to increased premiums should the need ever arise.
A criticism of life insurance in the nineteenth century was that it
increased moral hazards, such as suicide and homicide.

Although not

publicized, the Aid Association for Lutherans experienced several suicide
cases in the first ten years of its history.
Aid Association paid the death claims.
claim in court but lost.

In all four instances the

The Association contested one ·

The moral hazard was not considered an abuse

which voided the proper use of life insurance; at least this view was no
longer expressed in the publications of the Missouri 'S ynod.

In fact, the

official history of the Aid Association for Lutherans notes that in a
suicide case in Milwaukee, a group of people including1 twenty pastors encouraged the company to pay the claim rather than take the case to
court. 79

Their reasons were not given, although presumably they were

trying to avoid unfavorable publicity for the family of the deceased.
In another early suicide case, a pastor in Peshtigo, Wisconsin, wrote
the home office in 1908, urging that the Association pay even though it
may not have had a legal obligation to do so.

The pastor wrote:

The lodges here are just waiting for such a thing to show how
unsafe for the family the AAL has become. The lodges are very
79.Rainey, pp. 102-125.
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strong here • • • it would be a fine piece of advertising if
the board would say: "Although we are not obligated to pay, we
• • • will pay the full amount." It would pay in the long run. SO
Perhaps the factor more than any other which contributed to the
success of the Association was its usefulness in dealing with the lodge
problem within the Missouri Synod.

Many people at that time, including

pastors confused the concept of the lodge with insurance, and the Association helped to clarify this distinction. 81

But more than this, the

Aid Association became a tool for many ministers in fighting lodges.
This, of course, had been the principal reason for founding the Aid
Association for Lutherans.

Rainey, the official historian of the Asso-

ciation, reports that the "early motivation was to provide cheap insurance and a social life sufficient to keep the Lutherans from joining
the lodges. 1182
minimized.

The social aspects of the Association should not be

In 1905 members of the Association requested buttons simi-

lar to those which other lodges distributed to their members.

In that

year a button was designed and sold to members for fifty cents each.
Later the buttons were redesigned, with a special design for women,
and distributed free to members. 83
The constitution of the Aid Association for Lutherans legally restricted its membership to members of tbe Synodical Conference, and
members of the Synodical Conference could not belong to any lodge.

One

member of the Aid Association for Lutherans who had joined a lodge was

so~.,

p.

12s.

81 Voecks, p. 4.

Voecks wrote, ''Many ministers bad made the mistake
• • • of putting insurance and tbe lodge in one pot and dumping everything out."
82Rainey, p. 23.

83Voecks, p. 18.
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given the ultimatum either to leave the lodge or the Association. 84

The

problem of lodges was a real one in some congregations of the Synod.
Voecke informed D. E. Mayerhoff, who was working in the Chicago area as
an agent in 1910, that he knew of
a good many church members in the Chicago area, yes, in one or
two instances they will find the majority of members belonging
to lodges. They are full-fledged members, holding offices,
going to communion, etc.BS
In 1911, the Aid Association for Lutherans took an even more severe
stand with regard to lodges, although some within the management of
the company were not particularly in favor of the additional strictures.86
In the middle 1930s, the Aid Association for Lutherans developed
a new procedure for handling lodge members.

In the past the Association

itself had expelled members who joined lodges, but beginning in the
1930s, a lodge member was not expelled from the Association until the
home congregation expelled him from the congregation.

The decision

whether an association was a lodge was to be interpreted not by the
Association but by the Synodical Conference and its congregations.

The

task had become much easier after 1927, when Theodore Graebner, Professor at Concordia Seminary, St. Louis, published The Secret B'mpire:
A Handbook of Lodges, which contained a list of sixty organizations not
suitable for Christians.

Until the 1940s a question always appeared on

84t.etter from A. Voecks to John Studt, 21 April 1909; copy in files
.of the Aid Association for Lutherans.
85 voecks to Mayerhoff, 29 August 1910.
86Rainey, p. 81. Marth, p. 20. The new severity, according to
Marth, was at the instigation of the Fond du Lac branch.
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all AAL application forms asking:

"Are you a member of a ••.l/odge?"87

The endorsement campaign of 1926 indicated that the Aid Association
for Lutherans had been of assistance to some pastors in keeping members
out of lodges.

One pastor volunteered that not only did the local AAL

branch experience no membership losses to other lodges, but several
lodge members had been persuaded to leave their lodge and join the Aid
Association for Lutherans. 88 Another pastor wrote that the agent had
kept several members from joining a lodge and thus the AAL had been of
real service.

"We are with you," he closed. 89

ever, saw the AAL as a tool against lodges.

Not every pastor, how-

One pastor wrote from

Montevideo, Minnesota, in 1926 :
I am a bitter enemy. Never use my name. I speak against it
every opportunity I have, since it is contrary to God's word-the first commandment. Life insurance company [sic] is gradually opening the door to lodges and similar institutions.90
Such criticism was extreme, and representative of an ever smaller minority of pastors.

Not to be forgotten are the 153 pastors who endorsed

the Aid Association for Lutherans in 1926, because it served to "keep
our people out of the unchristian and idolatrous lodges. 1191
8 7Rainey, pp. 106-108.
88Pastor L. Renner to AAL, 2 November 1926; copy in files of AAL.
89aev. E. Walter Hillmer to AAL, October 1927; copy in files of
AAL. See also Rev. Martin Walker to Pres. G.D. Ziegler, 20 October
1926; copy in files of AAL.
90Letter in endorsement file of 1926; name is withheld.
One Missouri Synod pastor in 1932 dascribed the Aid Association
for Lutherans as the Missouri Synod's "golden calf." 'l'he c011111ent indicates the continuance of minority opposition as well as general
acceptance. Anecdote reported by Dr. Carl S. Meyer to this writer.
9leorrespondent, XXIV (1 July 1927), 27.
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History of Concordia Mutual Benefit League
A Lutheran fraternal insurance company which originated almost entirely from within the Missouri Synod was the Concordia Mutual Benefit
League.

At the time of its founding in 1907, it was known as the Con-

cordia Mutual Death Aid Society of Chicago. 92

The society was the re-

sult of an amalgamation of the mutual aid societies of three Missouri
Synod congregations in Chicago:

Bethlehem, St. John's, and Trinity.

There were four hundred members, with the following men serving as officers:

August :Freund, President; Ad. Mecklenburg, Vice-President;

Wm. G. Thiel, 'S ecretary; B. Wiedenhoeft, Treasurer. 93

The establishment of extra-congregational voluntary societies was
by no means new among Missouri Synod Lutherans in Chicago.

In 1872

five congregations (St. Paul, St. John, St. James, Bethlehem, and Trinity) founded a cemetery association and established Concordia Cemetery
in Forest Park, Illinois. 94

The Lutheran Mutual Fire Insurance Company

was also organized in Chicago in the 1870s. 95
92 11concordia Gegenseitiger Sterbe-Unterstuetzungs-Verein von
Chicago, Cook County und Ungegend." This full title is taken from a
copy of policy number 517, dated 2 January 1909, in the files of Concordia Mutual Benefit li!ague. This title does not appear in any of the
brief histories of the League.
93 concordia Torch, LXIII (Summer 1969), 4; Concordia, XXV (June
1932), 6-8.
94concordia, XXVI (May 1933), 20. In 1873, Immanuel joined the
association; St. Matthew in 1874. In 1874 the association was incorporated, dividing 700 shares, at $100 each, equally among the 7 congregations.
95 "The Lutheran Mutual Fire Insurance Campany," Concordia, XXV
Ckay 1932), 23. This had been known earlier as the Lutheran Mutual Fire

310
In 1909 the Concordia Mutual Benesit Society was incorporated.

In

1912, a Lutheran social club called the "Concordia League" merged with
them and the new name "Concordia Mutual Benefit League" was adopted.
This remained the official name until 1949, when the name was changed to
Concordia Mutual Life Association.

The League for many years bas pub-

lished a quarterly paper called the Concordia, or Concordia Torch. 96
During the 1920s and 1930s (and possibly before and after)9 7 the League
also published an annual called Concordia Annual and Concordia Calendar,
which contained information about the church year, inspirational poems
and anecdotes, short stories, educational articles, advertising and information about the Synod and the names of Northern Illinois District
officers, pastors, and institutions.
The first years of the League were apparently filled with difficulties, although the exact nature of these is not known. 98

In 1910 the

Benevolent Association of Chicago, Cook County, Illinois. Cf. Concordia
Calendar, 1927 (Chicago: Concordia Mutual Benefit League, 1927), p. 83.
96The Concordia League began publishing the Concordia League Messenger in 1907. In 1909 the name was changed to Concordia Familien Bote
(Concordia Family Messenger). When the League merged with the Concordia
Mutual Benefit Society in 1912, the name was changed to Concordia. A new
name, Concordia Torch, was later adopted. Concordia Torch, LXIII (Summer
1969), 4; Concordia, XXV (June 1932), 6-9.
97eopies have been seen for the years, 1927,1928, 1929, 1931, and 1932,
but the home office in Chicago does not have a collection of these, and
the personnel could not inform this writ,r concerning the inauguration
and termination of the publication of these Calendars.
98In 1932, August Freund, then President of Concordia Mutual Benefit League (Q!BL), wrote that in the early days death claims bad to be
paid in three installments. Concordia, XXV (May 1932), 6.
Another problem is alluded to in a letter from Albert Voecks of the
Aid Association to G. c. Braune, 9 November 1908. Voecks acknowledged
the copy of QmL's constitution, and stated that the constitution did not
state any specific benefits to be paid to members.
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League was reorganized with particular help from pastors of the Missouri
Synod in the Chicago area.

A primary leader was Theodore Graebner, but

the entire pastoral conference of the Chicago area was apparently involved.99

The

Aid Association for Lutherans contemplated merging with

the Concordia Mutual Benefit League in 1910, but for various reasons decided against it.lOO

One of the major impediments was the fact that

the Concordia Mutual Benefit League had programs and friendships which
went beyond mere business arrangements.

These apparently were a continu-

ation of the program of the Concordia League.

Thus, the Concordia Mutual

99Theodore Graebner to . Rev. August Zitzmann, 30 November 1923,
Theodore Graebner Collection, Box 13, cm.
Graebner states he participated in the "Chicago Conference" which
helped to reorganize the League. Pastor H. C. Steinhoff wrote to
Ziegler in Appleton, letter dated 25 February 1915, that "the Chicago
Pastoral conference has again endorsed the Concordia • • • " Cf. A. J.
Preis to G.D. Ziegler, 27 October 1915, which states the "South Chicago
Pastoral Conference voted to support the Concordia Mutual Benefit Society." In 1923 Graebner wrote to Rev. Aug. Zitzmann, 30 November, that
he had been a member of the camnittee appointed by the Chicago Conference to help revise the CMBL. Copy in CHI. Graebner also seems to
have assisted Rev. B. T. Lams of Oak Park with the editorial duties.
Missionary R.H. Frecke also edited the Concordia for a while, Concordia
Torch, LXIII (Sunmer 1969), 8.
lOOAlbert Voecks to G. c. Braune, 9 November 1908; Albert Voeclcs
to John Grupe, 30 October 1910, informed Grupe that the Board of Directors of AAL would meet 7 December 1910, to consider merging with Concordia Mutual Benefit Society and the Concordia League. In 1918
Ziegler wrote that the Wisconsin actuary opposed the merger. G.D.
Ziegler to A. P. Droegemueller, 26 June 1918. Copies of all letters in
the files of the AAL.
1011n a letter from G.D. Ziegler to Rev. Phil. Wilhelm, 11
November 1914, the President of the Aid Association for Lutherans said
that the AAL had in the last several years made all possible efforts
to have Concordia join the AAL. Copy in the files of the AAL.
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Benefit League also obtained permission from the pastor and the church
council before it began work within a congregation.102

Ahofher reason

why the merger did not occur was the difference in the way lodge members
were handled.

In the Concordia Mutual Benefit League all lodge members

had to be completely expelled.

In the AAL all lodge members were also

expelled, but the home office had the authority to reinstate the insurance, even though such members could not vote or hold office. 103
There are references in the correspondence of G.D. Ziegler, President of the Aid Association for Lutherans, to an agreement made around
1911 between representatives of the Aid Association for Lutherans and the
Concordia Mutual Benefit IA!ague, which stipulated that the Aid Association would not attempt to sell in the Chicago area.

The agreement seems

rather to have been a temporary refrainment from selling in the Chicago
area, particularly during the merger negotiations.
Association was ready to work in Chicago. 104
between the two societies.

But by 1914, the Aid

There was some competition

This occasionally created conflict within

l0 2Ibid. Cf. Letter from G. W. F. Kiesel to G.D. Ziegler, 26
June 1917, which states that the society adverilsed itself as a society
for young men and women in the Missouri Synod and that insurance was a
peripheral matter. Kiesel also states that the pastor's approval was
necessary because of these additional features. Kiesel had written to
the Concordia for information. Letter in files of AAL. Note also a
testimonial letter dated 20 May 1917, reprinted in Concordia, XXV (May
1932), 9, which states that the "Concordia M. B. League" always obtained
permission from the pastor and the congregation.
l03 Theodore Graebner to Rev. Aug. G. Gassner, 2 December 1919,
Theodore Graebner Collection, Box 13, CHI. Graebner said this was the
reason for not merging seven or eight years prior.
l04 Letter from c. F. Hohenstein and Herman Moser to G. D. Ziegler,
3 February 1914; Moser to Ziegler, 10 March 1914. The latter letter
refers to a temporary discontinuance of work to preserve friendly relations. Letters in files of AAL.
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some congregations.

Some congregations understood themselves as having

joined the Concordia Mutual Benefit League as a congregation, which prohibited other societies from organizing within that congregation.105
Having branches of two different fraternal organizations within a congregation posed a problem in some congregations, but since the Aid
Association for Lutherans did not emphasize social activities, the tensions were apparently kept at a minimum, with most pastors remaining
neutral in such instances. 106

In an example of tension, however, one

pastor threatened to denounce the Aid Association agent from his pulpit
unless the agent discontinued selling in the comnunity.1o 7
The Concordia Mutual Benefit League grew over the years, as may be
seen from Table 3.

The attraction of the League seems to have been a

double one, in that it provided an opportunity for social activity for
Lutheran youth as well as life insurance.

That latter was generally

viewed as an alternative to the insurance of lodges, although the role
of the Concordia Mutual Benefit League in discouraging membership in
lodges cannot be clearly determined due to the absence of sources. 108
1051n 1917, Rev. o. H. Horn, of Davenport, Iowa, wrote to the Aid
Association (26 August) claiming that AAL agents were trying to enter his
congregation and that his congregation belonged to the Concordia Mutual
Benefit League. He cited resolutions passed by his congregation to support this claim. The letter was also signed by congregational secretaries. G.D. Ziegler answered (29 August 1917) that there should be no
rivalry or friction between members of the two insurance organizations,
since the AAL operated purely on a business basis, and therefore the congregation had nothing to say about the selling of policies by the Aid
Association. Letters in files of AAL.
106cf. E. Mayerhoff to G.D. Ziegler, 8 January 1915i Rev. H. C.
Steinhoff to G.D. Ziegler, 25 February 1915i Rev. B. P. Bartell to G.D.
Ziegler, 25 August 1915i also the previous note.
l0 7G. w. P. lCiessel, Davenport, Iowa, to G.D. Ziegler, 24 August
1917. Copy in AAL files.
108The home office of t h e ~ (Concordia Mutual Life Association)
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TABLE 3

MBMBERS AND AMOUNr OF INSURANCE IN PORCB BY
OONOORDIA MUTUAL BBNBFIT LBAGUB*

Year

Members

Amount of Insurance
(in thousands)

January, 1909

883

January, 1919

3,577

1,678

January, 1929

6,318

4,326

January, 1939

10,509

7,150

January, 1949

19,879

17,993

January, 1969**

27,554

61,393

$

432

*concordia, XXVI (May 1932), 8; Concordia Torch,
LXIII (Summer 1969), 4.
**Statistics for 1959 not given.
The Concordia Mutual Benefit League also made a contribution to the
transition in the general attitudes of the Missouri Synod toward life
insurance.

Theodore Graebner and the Chicago Pastoral Conference un-

doubtedly helped to win people to the idea of insurance.

Membership

was still not considered life insurance as much as a combination of
death benefits as paid by the older mutual aid societies and a savings
does not have issues of the Concordia earlier than the mid-1920s. In
1932, the silver anniversary year, a letter fram F. w. Godtring, Secretary-Manager of the German Baptists• Life Association of Buffalo, New
York, referred to the common endeavor of the two societies in trying to
offer church members such benefits as they might receive from an "oathbound lodge." Concordia, XXV (May 1932), 26.
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bank. 109

Graebner also privately recoamended the Concordia Mutual Bene-

fit League to friends.no

Furthermore, men such as John Theodore Mueller,

a professor at Concordia Seminary, St. Louis (1920-1964), were occasional contributors to the publications of the Concordia Mutual Benefit
League. 111
Other Fraternal Societies Associated with the Missouri Synod
The first decades of the twentieth century witnessed a proliferation of life insurance groups based on the assessment system within the
Missouri Synod.

Only a few of these societies lasted for any appreci-

able length of time.

Most of them did not grow very large.

These soci-

eties were important not only because they played a distinct cultural
role within the Missouri Synod, but also because they aided the Synod's
transition from opposition to acceptance of life insurance.

These soci-

eties were attractive to members of the Synod, primarily because they
allowed for more businesslike arrangements than the older societies
which had existed before in some congregations.
Information about these mutual aid associations is scanty.

The

societies have either disbanded or merged with other companies, making
l09Theodore Graebner to Rev. August Zitzmann, 30 November 1923,
Theodore Graebner Collection, B9x 13, CHI. Cf. Concordia, XXV (May
1932), 6.
110~.

lllviz., "Luther's Interpretation of the Beatitudes," Concordia
C&lendar:-I927 (Chicago: Concordia Mutual Benefit League, 1927), pp.
33-44; Mueller wrote the silver anniversary poem on the cover of
Concordia, "The Silver Wreath on Concordia's Brow," UV (May 1932), 1.
Cf. Prof. P. B. Kretzmann, "The Altar, Its History and Significance,"
Concordia Annual, 1931 (Chicago: Concordia Mutual Benefit League,
1930 ), pp. 36-41.
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it virtually impossible to discover the current location of records.112
In a few instances people have been located who had same knowledge of the
origins of these societies.

What meager information has been gathered is

presented in an effort to present as comprehensive a picture as possible.
One of the earliest societies was the Concordia Aid Association in
St. Louis.

Although it was chartered in 1891, it was reorganized in

1903, and therefore belongs to the twentieth century as well as to the
nineteenth.

Organized as the Concordia Aid Society (Concordia Unter-

stuetzungs Verein), it first met with opposition, but it grew until it
seemed desirable in 1903, to reorganize into branches. 113
fits were then $200.

Death bene-

Yearly dues were $S.00 with each member being

assessed $1.00 at the death of any member.

The only allowance made for

varying ages of members was in the initiation fee, which was relatively
sma11.11 4

By 1915 the death benefit had increased to $S25.00 and by

1922 to $1,000, at which time it reached a membership of 1,000.

Growth

occurred not only in St. Louis, but also in areas adjacent to St. Louis
and in Illinois.

At about this time the Concordia Aid Bulletin was pub-

lished on a quarterly basis to help maintain contact among members,
since the Society had now lost its intimacy due to increasing size.
Women were not yet admitted. 115
l1 21n the questionnaire survey made in 1969, none of the respondents knew of current organizations except the AAL, Lutheran Brotherhood,
and Lutheran Mutual, and the Concordia !iltual Life Insurance Company.
11311The History of Concordia Aid Association," xeroxed copy of
article appearing in unknown source. Published in 1941 on the basis of
internal evidence, pp. 15, 27, and 41.
114Fees were $1.00 for ages 21 to 34i $2.00 for ages 34 to 47i and
$3.00 for ages 47 to 60. ~ - , p. 15.
11S!!?!!!,., p. 27.

317
In 1925, the Ladies' Auxiliary of the Concordia Aid Association was
chartered with 1,120 charter members.

The annual dues were $3.00 with

an assessment of fifty cents at the death of every member.
benefit was $500.

The death

Membership in the Ladies' Auxiliary was restricted to

white females of congregations of the Synodical Conference between the
ages of 14 and 45. 116

The Aid Association for Lutherans did not have any

racial restrictions.117

By 1941 the combined membership of the Concordia

Aid Association and the Ladies' Auxiliary had reached 6,000 members.118
In 1959 the Concordia Aid Association merged with the Aid Association for
Lutherans.
Mutual aid societies came into existence with ease, since people did
not view the actu~rial aspects of life insurance as a complicated matter,
at least not if the members of the society were people of good will.
1905, when F.

c.

In

Marth was canvassing in Wisconsin for the Aid Associa-

tion for Lutherans, he came to the Lutheran congregation at Colby, where
he received a friendly welcome from the pastor.

Four members of the

congregation joined the Aid Association for Lutherans.

But as Marth was

about to leave town, the new members asked that their premiums be refunded, since the pastor was going to begin his own life insurance society.119
Another insurance group that came into existence in the first decade
116111.adies Auxiliary of Concordia Aid Association, Inc., Rules and
Regulations established in 1925." Pamphlet in files of the Aid Association for Lutherans.
117Letter from Albert Voecks to Rev. N. :I. Bakke, 11 :January 1912.
Copy in files of AAL.
ll811The History of Concordia Aid Association," pp. 27, 41.
119Marth, pp. 13-16.
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of the twentieth century was located in Michigan.

It was known as

"Lutherbund of Michigan, 11120 although it was also known as the ''Michigan
Bund" or the "Luther-Bund. 11121

The Aid Association for Lutherans came

into competition with the Lutherbund of Michigan, and according to Albert
Voecks of the Aid Association in 1909, the Association had "beaten the
Michigan Bund all to pieces. 11122

The Bund was large enough to publish

its own paperl 23 and apparently played a significant part in the life
insurance attitudes of Michigan Lutherans.

The Lutherbund of Michigan

has continued in existence and is now known as Lutheran Fraternities of
America.124
Another very important society was the Fraternal Aid Society
(Bruederlich Unterstuetzungs Verein, BUV) located in Fort Wayne, Indiana.
For a while it provided strong competition for the Aid Association for
Lutherans.

It offered buttons for its members, as did the Aid Associa-

tion for Lutherans, as a way of countering the influence of the lodges
and of advertising the society.
There seem to have been other societies in almost all major cities,
120QuestL"onnaL"re 18S H A Mayer
'

. .

.

121Albert Voecks to B. B. Hauser, 23 September 1909; 19 October
1909; and 17 December 1909; copies in files of AAL.
122Albert Voecks to B. B. Hauser, 23 September 1909.
123Albert Voecks to B. B. Hauer, 17 December 1909.
124Questionnaire 18S, H. A. Mayer.
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including Philadelphia,1 25 Milwaukee, 126 Toledo,1 27 and St. Paul, Minnesota.128

In St. Paul there was a society known as the St. Paul Society

of the Aid Association for Lutherans and another known as the Old
Lutheran Society of Minnesota.

Either or both may have merged with the

Aid Association for Lutherans. 129
It is probably more than coincidence that these fraternal organizations were located in the larger cities of the Midwest.

The rise of

fraternal insurance probably points to the growing urbanization of the
Synod.
Mutual Aid Societies within Congregations
Mutual Aid Societies within congregations were more common within
the Missouri Synod in the nineteenth century. than in the twentieth century.

But small intra-congregational mutual aid societies were still

being formed.

The organization of one such society in Wisconsin was

probably typical of others.

The society was known as Zion Evangelical

1 2 5Albert Voecks to Rev. E. Totzke, Philadelphia, 13 April 1909,
speaks of the Nazareth Verein. Copy in files of AAL.
126Questionnaire 185, H. A. Mayer.
Verein.

Mayer identified the Concordia

12 7Ibid.
128Albert Voecks to Schmalz, St. Paul, Minnesota, 17 April 1909.
Copy in files of AAL. Schmalz bad inquired about the possibility of
merging with the AAL. It is not known whether the merger occurred.
129Rev. A. c. Hasse of Trinity Lutheran Church in St. Paul, to AAL,
25 May 1915. Letter in files of AAL. See other correspondence in the
same file, beginning September 1914.
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Lutheran Sick Aid Society of Wausau, Wisconsin. 130
tablished in 1903.131

The society was es-

Pastor C. A. Bretscher probably was the author of

the constitution and by-laws. 132
The characteristics of Zion Lutheran's Sick Support Society are
described in the constitution.

According to Article 2, the purpose of

the society was to support fellow members in the event of sickness, misfortune, and death. 133 Article 3 gave the membership qualifications which
included membership in a Synodical Conference Lutheran congregation; members must lead "a good moral life and belong to no secret society or
other support society."

If a member of the society left the Synodical

Conference, he also had to withdraw from the society.
and 6, described the officials and their duties.
the reception of new members.

Articles 4, 5,

Article 7 dealt with

When the society was first organized, all

members of the congregation, regardless of age, could join with the regular entrance fee of $1.00 during the first three months.

After that

13~vangelisch-Lutherischen Zionz Kranken-Unterstuetzungs-Vereins
in Wausau, Wis. Founded 1 January 1903 (Wausau , Wis cons in: Paul F.
Stolze, Bookbinder, Printer & Publisher, n.d.).
131The date seems to be slightly in doubt. According to a letter received from Paul B. Grotelueschen, teacher and principal at Trinity congregation in Wausau, who was also acquainted with Mrs. Oscar Dippmann, the
daughter of Robert Johns, a member of the first Board of Trustees of the
society, the society was begun in Zion Lutheran Church in 1905. When a
daughter congregation, named Trinity, was founded on the west side of the
Wisconsin River in Wausau, a Kranlcen Verein was set up in the Congregation
in 1907. The pamphlet made available to this writer may have been the
only one in existence, according to P. Groteleuschen. On this tbe year
1903 is clearly printed. Without further evidence the date must remain
questionable, although the documented "date is preferable. Letter from
Paul Grotelueschen to James Albers, 6 August 1969.
132 Ibid.
133The prohibition of membership in another society may have been
necessary to receive legal status as a fraternal order, since lodges were
limited in the size of benefit which could be granted.
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time, all members had to be between the ages of 18 and 50, and physically
and mentally sound.

Persons between 50 and 55 could join with the addi-

tional payment of $1.00 per year for every year over 50.
The benefits of the society were discussed in Article 8.

A member

in good standing for more than three months was entitled to $4.00 per
week for six months when i l l .

Support for longer than that would have

to be voted on by the membership.
first two weeks of the illness.
not be supported . 134

Payment did not begin until after the
Immoral, self-incurred illness would

If a member died, every surviving member was to

contribute $1.00 for the support of the member's widow, children, or
other legal recipients.
expenses up to $50.00.

Lacking these, the society would pay the funeral
If the wife of a member died, every member was

to contribute fifty cents for the support of the widower.

Section 4 or

Article 8 provided that the Society had the right to grant funds to "a
member, or widow, or minor, unmarried children of a deceased member, who
find themselves in unavoidable, pressing circumstances • • • " if the
treasury permitted.

The last section of the same article stipulated

that the delay of more than fifteen days in payment of the monthly
twenty-five cent dues or assessment, would exclude the member from all
benefits.

If a member were more than three months in arrears , he was

excluded from the society.
The Society was to meet every two weeks on Tuesday evening.

Annual

reports were to be made at the General Assembly to be held every April•
Fines were levied for unexcused absences from the annual assembly. 135
13~
erkrankt.

phrase was welch§,durch unmoralisches Selbstverschulden

l35Article 10.
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Similar to many of the lodges was the provision that every sick
member be visited three times per week, preferably Monday, Wednesday,
and Friday.

The visitors were a three-man camnittee appointed from the

membership list each month.

Substitutes could be arranged for, if nec-

essary, but at the appointee's expense.136
A person who renounced complete membership could be reinstated only
through the regular admission procedures, while a person who was expelled
because of failure to meet financial obligations could be reinstated
after six months and the meeting of his prior debts together with half
of the entrance fee.137
Among the more interesting features of the by-laws were the provision that if a "night-watch" was needed, two designated members or their
substitutes would stay at the bed-side of the sick member, although members were not obligated for tm night-watch in cases of contagious diseases.138

Members outside the city of Wausau did not have to attend

meetings as frequently, but they could not be promised the three weekly
sick visits nor the night-watch, and other unnamed benefits.

In case of

illness, a medical certificate was necessary for payment. 139
The society was still very active in the 1920s, but apparently due
to the pressures of competition from the Aid Association for Lutherans,
the society has di~appeared.140 The constitution illustrates not only
136Article 11, and By-laws, section 11.
13 7Artie le 12 •
138Section

s.

139 tbid.

l40Groteleuschen to Albers, 6 August 1969.
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the personal relationships which characterized the society, but also how
the society tried to remain flexible in order to respond to the needs of
individual cases.

This personal aspect probably had a great deal to do

with the financial success of this and other small loosely organized societies.

The personal relationships probably also played a role in re-

enforcing the faith of the individual members, at least more so than
the less personal arrangements that characterized tbe larger Lutheran
fraternal societies and certainly the business arrangements of commercial life insurance.

CHAPTER IX

THE CHANGING MIND OF MISSOURI, 1902-1935
Introduction
The first three and a half decades of the twentieth century saw momentous cultural and social changes within the Missouri Synod.

The

Synod moved rapidly from a German-oriented culture to a more Americanized way of life.

The major impetus fo~ this change came from World War

I and the anti-German sentiment which accompanied America's entrance
into the war in 1917.1

The process of Americanization had begun already

in the nineteenth century and was not entirely completed by 1935, the
terminal date for this investigation.

Changes in attitude and mores are

seldom sudden, and most far-reaching changes are often those which are
subtle and slow, often embracing more than one generation.

So it was

with life insurance.
1The process of acculturation has been described by Everette Maier
and Herbert T. Mayer, "The Process of Americanization," in Moving Frontiers, edited by Carls. Meyer (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House,
1964), pp. 344-385; Carl S. Meyer, Log Cabin to Luther Tower (St. Louis:
Concordia Publishing House, 1965), esp. pp. 11S-143; Alan Niehaus
Graebner, 'The Acculturation of an Immigration Lutheran Church: The
Lutheran Church--Missouri Synod, 1917-1929" (Ph.D. dissertation, Columbia
University, New York City, 1965); Frederick Nohl, · ''The Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod Reacts to United States Anti-Germanism during World War
I," Concordia Historial Institute Quarterly, XXXV (July 1962), 49-66;
hereafter this Quarterly will be referred to as CBIQ; Neil M. Johnson,
'The Patriotism and Anti-Prussianism of the Lutheran Church--Missouri
Synod, 1914-1918," CHIQ, XXXIX (October 1966), 99-118; John B. Koch,
''Friedrich Bente on World War I in Lehre und Wehre," CRIQ, XLII (August
1969) , 133-135; Frederick Luebke, "Superpatriotism in World War II: The
Experience of a Lutheran Pastor," CHIQ, XLI (February 1968), 3-11.
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Opinions within the Synod toward life insurance changed gradually,
but there are certain landmarks, which not only stand out as indicators
of change, but which also stimulated further change.

The rise of Luth-

eran fraternal life insurance was one landmark and was discussed in the
previous chapter.

This development occurred primarily in the first dec-

ade of the twentieth century.

Another landmark in the same decade was

the first published defense of life insurance within the Missouri Synod,
by no less a person than the President of the Atlantic District of the
Missouri Synod and with the approval of that District.

The essay pre-

cipitated widespread discussion of life insurance and marks the threshold of general acceptance of life insurance within the Synod.

There

were countless other events of lesser magnitude, ranging from discussions at pastoral conference to informal discussions between husband and
wife, which also played their role in changing the opinions of persons
within the Synod.

The records of only a few of these events remain.

Hopefully they will be sufficient to illustrate the process by which
persons within the Synod changed their minds about life insurance.
The documentary sources for th~ study change somewhat with the
twentieth century.

In the twentieth century there are no major articles

on life insurance in either Der Lutherane.r or in The Lutheran Witness.
There was one article in Lehre und Wehre.

Pastoral conferences contin-

ued to discuss life insurance, evern more fervently than before; several
pamphlets were published and circulated in the Synod, and the
Correspondent published by the Aid Association for Lutherans contained
valuable material.

Of great significance for the twentieth century are

correspondence files, particularly those of Theodore Graeboer, editor of
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The Lutheran Witness from 1913 to 1949, and those of the Aid Association
for Lutherans.

Additional resources were the personal recollections of

older pastors and teachers within the Synod, derived largely from a survey made by this writer in 1969.
The Gambling Argument in the First Two Decades
of the Twentieth Century
Until the beginning of the twentieth century, the Missouri Synod had
every outward appearance of complete unity on the matter of life insurance.
This is best· illustrated by a short article in Der Lutheraner by Friedrich .
Bente in 1901.

Bente noted that the Globe-Democrat in St. Louis had sug-

gested that the disapproval of life insurance among German evangelical
churches was slowly changing, and that in private preachers were beginning to insure their lives.

The Globe-Democrat also noted that "quiet

approval was being given to the Concordia Benevolent Society" was presumably a reference to the society composed of Missouri Synod Lutherans in
St. Louis, referred to above as the Concordia Aid Association.

Bente's

editorial conclusion was that this information was incorrect, "perh..11ps
an infiltration by sly agents to make Lutherans mom receptive to the
idea of life insurance. 112

The assumption of both the Globe-Democrat and

Bente•s. remarks is that there had been publicly acknowledged uniformity
of opinion within the Missouri Synod regarding life insurance.

Whether

the charge of the Globe-Democrat that pastors of the Synod were beginning
to change their minds about 1 ife insurance was true is not certain,
although there may well have been some truth in the allegation.
2 Friedrich Bente, ''Lebensveraicherung," Der Lutheraner, LVII
(22 January 1901), 24.
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One of the first clear evidences of change is the decline of space
allotted to life insurance in the Synod's publications.

In 1901 Der

Lutheraner called life insurance on the aged Queen Victoria of England
"ein Lottereispiel 'pure and simple. 1113

Two years later the last ar-

ticle in which Der Lutheraner specifically criticized life insurance was
published, and this was only a short co11111ent on the moral hazards of
life insurance to children in France. 4 When the Armstroqp; investigation of life insurance companies in New York was conducted in 1905,
Lutheraner did not comment on the matter.

~

The pastors of the Synod,

however, were informed of the matter through Lehre und Webre.

This short

article simply noted that clergymen in America had raised almost no
criticisms against life insurance, and concluded with the editorial comment that life insurance was really a form of gambling and a distrust of
God.

5

With the exception of Bente 's theses on life insurance in Lehre

und Wehre

in 1908, 6 there were no articles in any of the Synod's publi-

cations after 1906 which specifically criticized life insurance, even
though there were opportunities for doing so.

Several articles appeared

during the first two decades of the century which related information
3F[ranz] P[ieper], ''Lebensversicherung, 11 Der Lutheraner, LVIII
(S February 1901), 41.
4i.[udwig] F[uerbringer], ''ICinderversicherung, 11 Der Lutheraner, LIX
(29 September 1903), 311.
51 'Lebensversicherungs-Skandale, 11 Lehre und Wehre, LII (February

1906), 86.
6Friedrich Bente, 11Saetze iiber Lebensversicherung, 11 Lehre und
Wehre, LIV (June 1908), 241-245.
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about life insurance, but no specific criticism was made. 7 Articles
frequently appeared in criticism of fraternal lodges and fraternal insurance, but no direct criticism was made of the principles of life insurance.8

An example of this is a short article in Der Lutberaner in

1909, which described suicide and murder statistics among fraternal orders, but no explicit criticism was made of life insurance. 9
Although the analysis of life insurance as a form of gambling had
not been one of the main objections of the Synod's publications in the
1860s and 1870s, it had become the major issue by the end of the century.
The gambling aspect had been focalized by A. L. Graebner in Der Lutheraner

in 1892.

Graebner had contended that whereas other forms of insur-

ance are based on the principle of indemnity, life insurance was not,
hence life insurance was a form of gambling.

Graebner had also identi-

fied another factor in the practice of life insurance which in his mind
made owning a life insurance policy a form of gambling.

Graebner cited

statistics indicating that nine out of ten policies lapsed.

This high

7cf. "Auf dem J'ahreskonvent der Lebensversicherungspraesidenten,"
Der Lutheraner, LXXIII (16 J'anuary 1917), 22; F[riedrich] B[ente], ''Die
Grosse Verwuestung, welches des Erdheben und Feuer in San Francisco angerichtet," Lehre und Wehre. LII (May 1906), 223; Arthur T. Bonnet, The
Lutheran Witness, XXIX (15 September 1910), 148; The Lutheran WitnesS:XXII (21 May 1903), 86.
8E.g., The Lutheran Witness, XXIII (14 J'uly 1904), 116; The Lutheran
Witness, XXIX (8 December 1910), 198; "Fraternal Insurance," The Lutheran
Witness, XXX: (31 August 1911), 138; ''Wie unsicher ist es doch un die
'Versicherung' der Logen Bestelltl" Der Lutheraner, LXVII (14 November
1911), 378; ''Unsicherheit der Logenversicherung," Der Lutheraner, LXVIII
(19 March 1912), 90; "Von der Unsicherheit der Logen versicherung," Lehre
und Wehre, XLVIII (November 1902), 343; and ''Unsicherheit der Lebensversicherungsgesellschaften," Lehre und Wehre, LI (January 1905), 42-43.
911Selbstmord und Logen," Der Lutheraner, LXV (6 April 1909), 105106.
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percentage made the purchase of life insurance a gamble.

Graebner did

not state whether these policies were fraternal or commercia1.lO The
gambling analysis was the subject of a short article in 1902 by A. L.
Graebner in the Theological Quarterly, an English theological journal
published by the Missouri Synod and whose editor was Graebner himself.II
The Rev. H. M. Zorn wrote Graebner about this article.

Zorn rejected

Graebner• s reasoning and stated that if life insurance could not clearly
be demonstrated to be wrong, the Synod's publications should remain

silent.

He added that many pastors shared his view. 12

The basic argument that life insurance was a form of gambling had
to be refuted before life insurance could be tolerated within the Synod.
For on the validity of that interpretation rested all the other major
arguments against life insurance, although some of the previously contingent arguments had developed virtual autonomy in the minds of many
persons within the Synod.
The Synod was not alone in classifying life insurance as a form of
gambling.

The Synod's interpretation of the gambling aspect of life in-

surance, however, was not exactly the same as that which had been generally held either previously or since.

In the eighteenth and nineteenth

centuries laws had been passed to eliminate the insuring of lives in
which the policyholder had no true insurable interest.

Violations of

10supra, pp. 168-170.
ll ,'Paragraphs on Insurance , 11 Theological Quarterly, VI (October
1902), 242-243.
12H. M. Zorn to A. L. Graebner, 12 January 1903, Box 13, Theodore
Gr~ebner Collection, Concordia Historical Institute, St. Louis. Hereafter this collection will be referred to as 'l'G, with the box number
following.
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this principle of insurance was the most common sources for viewing life
insurance as gambling.13
The criticism of life insurance as gambling was a common one at the
turn of the century and by no means limited to the Missouri Synod.

In

1914, Solomon S. Huebner, who was the pioneer in America in education
about the theory and practice of life insurance, delivered a speech to
the National Association of Life Underwriters on the topic "Insurance
Education."

Huebner's first major point was that life insurance was the

very antithesis of gambling.

The point had to be stressed because the

general public held that life insurance was a form of gambling.14
13 rn the ancient world almost all insurance was termed "wager insurance." Such contracts seem to have derived their name from the fact
that the law of large numbers was not employed by the insurer, and he
therefore stood to win or lose his ''wager" or agreement. What in effect
occurred in such agreements was that the risk or gamble was not created
by the wager, but simply transferred from the insured to the insurer,
presumably because the latter was financially better able to withstand
the loss, should it occur. This is the method which is currently employed by Lloyd's of London. It should be noted that in this method it
is not the insured who gambles but the insurer. c. F. Trenerry, '.!!!!:,
Origin and Early History of Life Insurance Including the Contract of
Bottomry (London: p. s. King and Son, Ltd., 1926), pp. 127-128;
Terrence O 'Donnel 1, Histor of Life Insurance in Its Formative Years,
Compiled on the Basis of Approved Sources Chicago: American Conservation Company, 1926), pp. 177-181; Owen J'. Stalson, Marketing Life Insurance: Its History in America (Cambridge, Mass. : Harvard University
Press, 1942), pp. 38-39; Gary I. Salzman, "Insurable Interest in Life
Insurance," The Insurance Law Journal, ·.sn (September 1965), 517-552;
Carlyle Buley, The American Life Convention, 1906-1952: A Stud in the
History of Life Insurance New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts, Inc., 1953),
I, 16-17.
14Mudred F. Stone, The Teacher Who Changed an Industry: A Biogra h of Dr. Solomon s. Huebner of the Universit of Penns lvania
(Homewood, Illinois: Richard D. Irwin, Inc., 1960 , pp. 127-128.
Huebner was born in 1882, in Sheboygan Falls, Wisconsin. He taught the
first college courses in America on both the stock market and life insurance at the Wharton College at the University of Pennsylvania in
1904. He also authored the first textbook on life insurance in 1915.
For a similar statement about general attitudes toward life
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As late as the 1950s there have been authorities on life insurance
who have classified it as a type of wager.

In 1953, Carlyle Buley wrote:

'The point at which an insurance contract ceases to be a wager and becomes a true insurance is not an exact one. ,.15

Another authority writes:

It is common to confuse insurance with gambling, for to many,
it is often difficult to see clearly why insurance is not gambling.
Even legal authorities have not always made a clear distinction
between the two, classifying both insurance and gambling contracts
under the category of aleatory contracts. In such contracts it is
possible for one party to give a great deal more than he receives
in the transaction. Aleatory contracts are contrasted with
another group called commutative contracts, under which each party
gives up approximately equal value in exchange for the promises or
acts of the other. Insurance may appear to be a contract under
which there is a possibility for the insurance company to pay to a
given party a great deal more than it has received in premiums;
but this does not mean that insurance is thereby a gambling contract. In fact, from an economic standpoint, gambling and insurance are exact opposites. Gambling creates a risk where none
existed before, whereas insurance is a method of eliminating or
greatly reducing (to one party anyway) an already existing risk.16
The gambling analysis was central within the Synod ' s deliberations

on life insurance as evidenced from the way in which life insurance was
approached.

Many pastoral conferences discussed the question with the

conclusion implicit in the title:

'The Difference between Fire and Life

Insurance. 1117 • The Colorado District Pastoral Conference was probably
insurance see Frederick L. Koffman, Insurance Science and Economics, a
Practical Discussion of Present-Day Problems of AdministratLon Methods
and Results (New York: Spectator Co., 1911), P• 7.
15Buley, I, 17.
16Mark R. Greene, Risk and Insurance (Chicago: Southwestem Publishing Co., 1962), pp. 52-53. As an example of the current confusion
Greene cites E. R. Dillavore and c. G. Howard, Principles of Business
Law (6th edition; New York: Prentice Kall, Inc., 1957), p. 800, which
ii'tated "Since insurance partakes somewhat of the nature of a gambling
contract • • • the courts require an insurable interest in the insured."
17cf. Appendix.
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typical.

In 1906 Pastor George Mieger delivered theses to the Colorado

District on the ''Difference between Life and Fire Insurance. 1118

Mieger

quoted A. L. Graebner extensively and followed his logic closely.
Mieger contended that although life insurance was based on mortality
tables, it was nevertheless not true insurance, since there was no indemnifiable loss.

To this some pastors at the conference objected,

citing the Encyclopedia Britannica, which stated that life insurance may
be regarded as indemnifying a man's family against the loss of future

income by his premature death.

Mieger gave two responses to this.

a person cannot insure what is not in his possession.

First 1

Secondly, Mieger

cited the Universal Encyclopedia which stated ''Life insurance passes over
into the domain of speculation and leads to the mischiefs of gambling."
Even the name--life insurance--Mieger said I was a lie.

The conference

concluded, despite the original disagreement, "that life insurance was
forbidden by the Word of God."

That simple resolution did not, however,

deter some pastors from requesting further discussion of the matter at
the next conference. 19
In April 1908 the Colorado Pastoral Conference met again.

This

time Pastor Paul B. Kretzmann presented his theses on life insurance.
Although progressive in his use of the English language, Kretzmann's
approach was typical of the late nineteenth-century approach to life
insurance.

Kretzmann had four theses:

18ner Lutheraner I LXII (20 November 1906), 396; ''Protokolle der
Colorado Pastoralkonferenz ," 1903-1908 1 minutes for 12-17 December 1906,
bound ledger volume (hereafter abbreviated BLV) , Missouri Synod, Colorado District Archives.
19 •'Protokolle der Colorado Pastoralkonferenz ," pp. 171-176.
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I.

The only peraliss ible ways of acquiring money and property are,
according to Holy Scripture: by labor, business (buying and
selling), gifts, and heritage, provided that the margin of
gain is in just proportion to the actual worth of the labor,
time, and money invested; and provided, furthermore, that no
other sinful motive is present.

II.

Every other means of obtaining property or getting into possession of money in unjust proportion to the capital invested,
as in speculation, usury, gambling, lotteries, betting, etc.
is expressly forbidden in Scriptures.

III.

In every kind of Life Insurance, a person holding a policy
acquires money for a purpose not commanded or sanctioned by
Holy Scriptures, virtually gambles with his own life, and that
of other people for money which might become his before he has
actually paid the capital or sum necessary to earn the amount
of insurance by honest business transactions, and becomes a
partaker of other men's sins.

IV:

The difference between Life Insurance and Fire Insurance is
chiefly this, that while the former is essentially a speculation which cannot be said to give an indemnity in the
Scriptural sense, and makes an unjust discrimination among
lives not reconcilable with Christian charity; the latterA
if honestly used, merely indemnifies for an actual loss. 2 u

In his explanation of Thesis I, Kretzmann cited the first, seventh, and
ninth commandments.

Each of the four permitted means of gaining -weal th

were elaborately supported with Biblical references.

In discussing

"the actual worth of labor, time, and money" Kretzmann was operating
with a modified version of Luther's theory of the just price.
(Kretzmann did not set forth his formula for determining the actual
worth of a person's labor.)
Although there is no acknowledgment of the fact, Kretzmann ope.rated
with an interpretation of usury that was different fran Walther's.
Kretzmann defined usury as an "exorbitant rate of interest. n 21

If the

borro-wer was unable to repay the loan, the lender was to be charitable.
2 0ibid., pp. 268-269.

21~ . , pp. 271-272, 275-278.
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This was exactly Bergmann'& position against Walther in 1869. 22

The old

argument of usury was now apparently dead as far as life insurance was
concerned.
Graebner had never given any Scriptural passage in his rejection of
life insurance as gambling, yet Kretzmann boldly asserted that "getting
into possession of money in unjust proportion to the capital invested,
as in speculation, usury, gambling, lotteries, betting, etc., is expressly forbidden in Scripture." Kretzmann did not cite any passages
which "expressly" forbade these actions.

He concluded that a Christian

who was really concerned about keeping the will of the Lord ''would not
willingly become a partaker in such doubtful [!.!£] methods in which the
percentage of gain is drastically out of proportion to the money invested and the labor put forth."

Thus what was "expressly forbidden"

in Thesis II became "doubtful" in explanation. 23
In explanation of life insurance as gambling, Kretzmann noted that
some defenders of life insurance compared it to taking out a loan which
a person repays for the remainder of his life. 24

The value of the an-

alogy was that it indicated at least ore way by which people could possess and enjoy things which they in fact had not yet earned.

(Walther

had stated Christians were not to borrow except in absolute emergencies.)
22cf. Carl Manthey Zorn, uestions on Christian To ics Answered
from the Word of God, translated by J. A. Rimbach
Northwestern Publishing House, 1921), pp. 262-282. The first edition
appeared in 1913. Zorn held that the Bible did not explicitly condemn
all charging of interest.
23 •'Protokolle der Colorado Pastoralkonferenz," pp. 273, 278.
24 In the analogy, the interest is the protection element, while the
repayment of the principle is the savings element.
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Kretzmann rejected the analogy, not as one might anticipate on the
grounds that the borrower or his heirs were still liable for the debt
even if he died, in this case the loan, but on the grounds that the
rates were different.

On loans the interest rate was the same for ev-

eryone, but in life insurance the rates varied according to age.
Kretzmann even suggested that the mortality tables were invalid, the
only instance of such a rejection within the Synod that has been discovered in this investigation.

He wrote:

Taking all the vicissitudes of life into account in the majority of cases, there are just as many chances for the young man
to die and often more than in the case of the old man. 25
Kretzmann dismissed quickly the old argument of natural sentiment rebelling against the idea of life insurance by stating 'We want to deal
with cold facts , with the question of right or wrong! n 26

Kretzmann

arrived at the same conclusion as A. L. Graebner and George Mieger.
Kretzmann stated that "the whole thing is a get-rich-quick scheme
either for the company or the insured , with the balance seemingly in
favor of the insured. 1127
Kretzmann suggested other minor arguments against life insurance,
such as the self-denial a man will impose upon himself and his family
so that he can purchase life insurance and becane rich.

Such people

also reduce their contributions to church and charity.

Kretzmann also

noted the high rate of lapses , which was the chief means by which
companies were able to meet their death claims.

One company reported

25 "Protokolle der Colorado Pastoralkonferenz ,:• p. "282.
26~.' p. 283.
27~ . , p. 286.
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lapses on six of seven policies.

Mew York State reported that fran 1890

to 1900, 45 per cent of all policies lapsed.

Those who thought they

would be the one in seven who did not lapse were really gambling, hoping
to win the premiums of the other six. 28
Kretzmann presented his theses in April 1908.

In June of the same

year Friederich Bente published a set of thirty-seven theses in Lehre
und Wehre for the purposes of discussion at pastoral conferences.29
Bente's theses were in response to a position taken by the Rev. E. C.
Ludwig Schulze, President of the Atlantic District (1906-1918). 30
Schulze has been described as being
not only a good preacher and a staunch defender of Lutheranism,
a man of prayer and sincere piety, but also of a practical turn
of mind, as evidenced by his propositions for improvement of the
finances of the Church, which found favor not only in his own
District, but were adopted in a large measure by the whole Synod.
His essays on practical questions of the day, such as life insurance, secretism, socialism, attracted wide attention • • • and
nothing could swerve him from the course which, after prayerful
consideration, he had found correct.31
Schulze had been scheduled to present his theses on life insurance to the
28 1bid., p. 287.
lnsurancee'ompany.

Kretzmann quoted the Massachusetts Mutual Life

29 Friederich Bente, "Saetze ueber Lebensversicherung," Lehre und
Wehre, LIV, 241, note 1.
30schulze was born in 1854 in Westphalia and came to America at
the age of two. He graduated from Concordia College, Fort Wayne, and
Concordia Seminary, St. Louis. His entire ministry was spent in Mew
York. He died 19 October 1918. For further information see Karl
Kretzmann, The Atlantic District of the Evangelical Lutheran Synod of
Missouri, Ohio, and Other States and Its Antecedents (Published by the
Atlantic District, 1932), pp. 133-134.
31 1bid. , p. 134. The reference to socialism is The Real Truth
about Socialism (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1916).
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New York-New England Pastoral Conference in the spring of 1905, 32 but
there was not sufficient time in the program.33

The theses were resched-

uled for the fall of 1906,34 when they were partially discussed.
were completed in January 1907. 35

They

In reporting on the conference,

Zeuge und Anzeiger, a Missouri Synod publication in the Bast, reported:
As in all conferences doctrinal and practical questions (Lehr und
Lebensfragen) were dealt with, so also this time a matter of practical life was treated, which is currently a burning question in
our circles, namely life insurance.
The brief report also stated the essay was to be published. 36

The in-

tended means of publication was Lehre und Wehre, but the editors of the
Synod's theological journal refused to publish the essay, because of "existing circumstances. 1137

The "existing circumstances" were not defined,

although the reference seems clearly to be the strongly held opposition
to life insurance within the Synod.

The editors of Lehre und Wehre, com-

posed of faculty at Concordia Seminary, St. Louis, suggested that it
32Der Lutheraner, LXI (14 February 1905), 57; LXI (26 September
1905), 316; Zeuge und Anzeiger, VI (24 September 1905), 135.
33 zeuge und Anzeiger, VI (22 October 1905), 162.
34zeuge und Anzeiger, VII (7 October 1906), 149; VII (28 October
1906), 171.
35Announcement of the conference for 29-31 January simply read
''Continuation of those already begun," Zeuge und Anzeiger, VII (6
January 1907), 255.
36zeuge und Anzeiger, VII (24 February 1907), 309.
37E. c. L. Schulze, · Lebensversicherung. Bine Konferenzearbeit
und Bemerkung zu den Saetzen ueber Lebensversicherung in ''Lehre und
Wehre" Juni 1908, auf Beschluss des Ministeriums des Atlantischen
Distrikts, zwecks Vertheilung an die Konferenzen der Synode (N.p.,
n.d.), p. 1.
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would be more useful to publish an article which could be "the basis for
profitable discussion at the various pastoral conferences." The result
was the publication of Bente's theses in Lehre und Webre in June 1908.38
The Atlantic District, newly formed in 1906, and led by Schulze, took the
editorial decision as an "invitation1139 for further consideration of the
topic in 1909. 40 The Atlantic District Pastoral Conference reconsidered
Schulze's essay in the light of Bente's theses and concluded that Schulze
was correct.

The District then authorized Schulze' s essay to be pub-

lished together with its critique of Bente' s theses.

Copies were sent

to all District Presidents and Visitors with the request that the conferences be invited to study the essay.

Additional copies were

available. 41
This particular public exchange was a significant step in the transformation of opinion within the Synod, and therefore the arguments are
presented in detail.

Since Schulze's essay was completed first, and was

probably studied by Bente as he formulated his theses, Schulze's treatise
will be examined first, then Bente's, and finally Schulze'& response.
Schulze first made a distinction between doctrines of faith and
doctrines of life.

The doctrine. of faith had to be absolutely clear,

since it involved the basic articles (Grundartikeln) or salvation.
People might err in related or secondary doctrines of faith (Nebenlehren)
38 Ibid.
3 9Aufforderung may also be translated as "challenge."
4Grhe date is given by Theodore Graebner and Paul B. Kretzmann,
Toward Lutheran Union (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1943), P• 63.
41~. • p. 1.
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and still be Christian.

There were also doctrines of life, which were

by no means unimportant, but which were always subservient to the ~octrine of faith.

Doctrines of life may change beacuse life itself

changes, and therefore ''Christians are always forced to evaluate and reevaluate. •,42

Schulze continued that not everyone was quick to under-

stand new situations and to perceive what was sinful or not sinful in a
given situation or act.
"ethical").

(Schulze did not use the terms ''moral" or

Life insurance was a matter of life, not faith, and there-

fore something over which men might disagree.

This Schulze asserted,

had always been the case with regard to life insurance in the Missouri
Synod, where there had never been full agreement on the matter.

This

was the first time that previous differences of opinion on the matter
were publicly acknowledged.

In trying to underscore the previous confu-

sion within the Synod, Schulze inaccurately stated that
had never spoken or written on the subject. 43

c.

F.

w.

Walther

He also stated that the

Synod had never taken a stand on life insurance.

This latter statement

needs to be qualified because two districts of the Synod had taken stands
in 1882 and 1883, although it is true that no Synodical Convention had
ever adopted an official position.

At any rate Schulze stated that in

4 2 ~ . ' p. 21.

431bid., p. 3.
Walther wrote a number of times critizing life insurance, and this
fact was subsequently pointed out in pastoral conferences which examined
Schulze's essay. Cf. ''Protokoll des . Oest. Distr. lConf. d. Zentr. Ill.
Distr., 15-18 October 1912 ," BLV, Archives of the Central Illinois District, Missouri Synod, p. 112:--Tbe conference cited ''Lehre und Wehre,
XIII, 1867," but no article can be found in this volume. It also cited
Lehre und Webre, XVII (July 1871), 216; XXIII (1877). The latter, also,
could not be located; and Der Lutheraner, XXII (15 March 1866), 110-111.

340
all of the Synod's published articles, life insurance had been described
as sinful under all circumstances, and that a Christian with a good conscience could not participate in such a "swindling lottery" (Schwindellotterie).

Schulze continued that his objective was not to espouse life

insurance but to demonstrate that there was nothing essentially sinful
about it.44
Schulze began by trying to clear up a very prevalent misconception,
namely that life insurance was not insurance against death per se, but
insurance against the economic results of an early death.

Evidently,

many people were almost totally uniformed about the most essential aspects of life insurance.45

Schulze then defined life insurance as a

business arrangement in which an individual contracts with a company,
which received a certain sum and in return will pay the individual or
his family the earthly loss which the survivors of the insured incur
through that death.

Schulze emphasized that if the insurance was for

more than the person was worth then the contract was not insurance.
Schulze, therefore, recognized the principle of indemnity as valid.
Schulze then cited a number of insurance authorities who stated that
the charter principle of life insurance is that there can be no profit
involved. 46

The various kinds of co~panies and policies were then

44Schulze, p. 3.

45 Ibid., p. 4. Cf. Henry c. Wind, ''Life Insurance--What Is It?"
Correspondent, XXI (1 March 1924),,L Questionnaire 185 stated that there
was a large number of people who understood life insurance as involving
the postponement of death; and ''Protocoll der Pastoralkonferenze von
dem Colorado District," minutes, 12-17 December 1906 , p. 174.
46 schulze, pp. 5-8.
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described. 47

Schulze noted the importance of state supervision of insur-

ance companies, which guaranteed adequate financial reserves, annual reports, the necessity of cash value clauses, and other regulations.

Actu-

arial tables were then described. 48
Schulze conceded that many life insurance companies were operated
by "unbelievers" and that officers of companies often twisted regulations

to fit their "greedy purposes."

He also conceded that people occasion-

ally did purchase life insurance policies when there was no insurable
interest, and that there were other inanoral uses of life insurance.49
The proper Christian attitude toward life insurance, according to
Schulze, included the following:
ligation to insure his life; 5 0

(1) no person has a moral duty or ob(2) life insurance in itself is not ab-

solutely sinful; and (3) life insurance is not commendable in its present form, because it presents much doubt and danger for faith, love,
and the general welfare.

Schulze elaborated on each of the three points.

In regard to point one, he contended that a person's responsibility toward his family ended with death.

Furthermore, life insurance was not a

charitable institution, as many claimed but was a business matter.

Re-

garding the second point, Schulze listed the traditional objections to
47 Ibid., pp. 8-10. Term, annuity, endowment, whole life, and survivorship annuities were the basic type of insurance described.
48 Ibid., pp. 11-12.
49~ . , pp. 12-13.
SOibid., p. 13. Schulze was responding specifically to what was described,;:;-a famous sermon by DeWitt Talmage, on ''The Crime of NonInsuring. " A copy of Talmage• s sermon could not be located. Schulze
suggested that many Christians were asking themselves whether it is sinful ,!!2! to insure one's life. ~ - , p. 14.
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Life insurance heard within the Missouri Synod and gave his analysis of
each.

The first argument was lack of trust in God.

Taking precaution

against the future was not necessarily a sign of mistrust of God, according to Schulze, since precautions may be God's way of providing.
Christians take various precautions, such as locking doors and using
watchdogs.

A second objection to life insurance was that it resulted

in sin, such as murder or suicide.

Schulze refused to accept the argument

that occasional abuses invalidate the proper use.

At this point, Schulze

made a distinction between commercial life insurance in which a person
made a contract as an individual with a company and fraternal insurance
in which a person became a part of a brotherhood, usually religious.
The argument of greatest significance, Schulze stated, was that life
insurance was a lottery.

Schulze did not deny that life insurance in-

volved a "gamble," nor did he argue that life insurance minimized the
economic risks of life and could therefore be viewed as something quite
the opposite of gambling.
Graebner in the 1930s.

The latter approach was employed by Theodore

Instead Schulze first described the traditional

interpretation of life insurance as gambling and then gave his objections to that interpretation.

First, he noted that casting or drawing

lots was not necessarily prohibited by the Bible.

On the contrary, there

were instances in which issues had been resolved in a god-pleasing manner by the use of lots. 51

Even Luther was quoted as saying that he was

not convinced that drawing lots was under all circumstances wrong, and,
provided there was no fraud or craftiness involved, lots may be a
51Jonah 1:7; Acts 1:26; Prov. 16:33; 18:18; Joshua 14; Ps. 16:6.
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perfectly Christian manner of resolving issues.

The next question, ac-

cording to Schulze, was to determine whether life insurance was an
honest, permissible lottery, or whether there was anything essentially
wrong about the method of life insurance.

After reiterating that gain-

ing something by lot was not necessarily sinful, Schulze took up the
question of permissible income.

Many had argued previously that all in-

come from any means other than work, gift, or inheritance was wrong.
Since life insurance did not fit under any of these three categories, it
had been considered sinful.

Schulze gave three reasons for rejecting

the logic of this argument.

First, although Scripture only listed three

types of income, that in itself did not exclude the possibility of other,
valid means of gaining property.

Secondly, Scripture did, in fact, list

other forms of income which had not been cited previously in the Synod's
literature, such as finding ownerless items, or earning money at interest.

Thirdly, if Scripture approved of gifts and inheritance, then it

is clear that to receive something for which one had done little or no
work is not in itself sinfui.52
Schulze further contended that life insurance was not a lottery in
which ~here was fraud or swindling.

Money received through life insur-

ance proceeds did not belong to another person, and therefore, even
according to Missouri Synod practice, a beneficiary did not have to
feel guilty in accepting the proceeds.

Schulze then suggested that in

life,: insurance it is God who determines at what time people will die. 53
52 Schulze, pp. 19-21.
53~.' p. 22.

I

I

l
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',

Schulze rejected the idea that life insurance was a form of sinful
gambling.

According to Schulze gambling was sinful (1) when a person

I

J

I

made a living at it; (2) when it was a game of pure chance; (3) when many
participants must necessarily lose; and (4) when it provided a strong incentive toward covetousness.

I

Schulze stated that in life insurance a man

is fulfilling his calling, by attempting to provide for his family after
he is no longer able to do so.

In asserting this, Schulze contradicted
I

his own argument that a man's responsibilities did not reach beyond the
time of his death.

A man who takes a life insurance policy is only try-

I

ing to turn away future misfortune through the means which God has placed
into his hands, just as one attempts to do in fire insurance.

Schulze re-

jected the notion that life insurance was a matter of pure chance.

In

gambling one may lose all he has wagered, or he may win a great deal.
Life insurance, on the other hand, is based upon mortality experiences.
All payments are calculated.

No one places his possessions in jeopardy

by taking out life insurance, for eventually he. or his family will be reimbursed.

Life insurance involves no more risk than fire insurance.

Furthermore, no person who takes out a life insurance policy hopes that
he will die soon so that he will profit more from his policy than those
who live longer, any more than a person who uses fire insurance hopes
that his house will burn.

Finally, Schulze admitted that there may be

greedy wives who encourage their husbands to take out large sums of
insurance with the faint hope that they will die young and leave them
wealthy.

Rather than deny its occurrence, Schulze suggested that this

was not the kind of greed which drove people to ''win $1000 one day and

I
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to try for another $3000 the next."

Life insurance did not truly re-

semble a lottery and therefore ''No one can make it a sin to insure. ,.54
Against the argument that life insurance and fire insurance had two
different principles, Schulze asserted that life insurance was in fact
based upon the principle of indemnity.

Unless there was a bona fide

financial interest in the life of the insured, the contract was not
valid.

That human life had incane potential was clear from the fact

that slaves were sold at different prices, and that people indemnified
or indentured themselves for specific periods of time.

Schulze said

that one could make a general estimate of a person's economic potential
by multiplying his annual income by the number of productive years he
would normally have remaining.

Schulze noted that by employing this

method of measurement, very few people insure their lives for their full
financial potential.

Schulze pointed out that if one argued that future

income is not within one's possession, as many in the Synod had, then
reimbursement for loss through fire is improper also, si~e the insured
never 0",med the proceeds of the policy.

Furthermore, Schulze also noted

that people had no compunctions about receiving money which was not
really theirs when they belonged to the mutual aid societies.

Another

objection traditionally used against life insurance was that no real
loss was experienced in the death of an elderly man.

Schulze countered

by using the example of an old building which was about to be torn down.
If the building burned down before it could be torn down, no one would
withhold the proceeds of the policy.

Even more similar to life insurance

was Schulze's illustration of the practice in the sick-aid societies
54rbid., pp. 22-25.
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within the Synod.

When an elderly man who had paid his contributions to

the sick-aid society faithfully for many years finally died, it would be
wrong to deprive the family of the death benefit simply because the man
could not do any useful work at the end of his life. 55
Finally, Schulze noted that other forms of insurance have been justified as being in accordance with Luther's explanation of the seventh
commandment, namely "to help a person to protect and improve his property
and business."

Schulze argued that the same principle could be used to

support life insurance.56
Despite tlii's :tharough defense of life insurance, Schulze concluded
that life insurance was not to be recommended to Christians because of
the dangers it had for~faith,~love, and the4general welfare.

Schulze

stated there were many things which were legal but not appropriate for
Christians.

Schulze advocated caution.

At this point he seemed close to

lapsing into sane of the very arguments he had refuted.

He stated that

life insurance might be dangerous to a person's faith, inasmuch as it was
easier to lose sight of God as the provider of all earthly sustenance
when there are human schemes, such as life insurance, which becane the
person's focus for security.

Secondly, Schulze contended that life in-

surance was dangerous to love, which is the fruit of faith.

Be reasserted

the traditional argument that the congregation was to be the life insurance society for Christians.

C011111ercial life insurance would obscure the

practice and witness of personal love.

In the same connection., the use

of life insurance among Christians would be divisive, since there would
be some who would not insure their lives and their dependents in turn
55 tbid., pp. 26-27.

56~id
- , pp. 28-29.
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would become a burden upon the coumunity.
those who purchased life insurance.

This would be resented by

Furthermore, some would purchase

more life insurance than they ought, thereby depriving their families
while they were alive.

Then, too, money would be diverted from contri-

butions to churches into life insurance.

Life insurance was harmful to

the general welfare because the margin in the life insurance industry
was very large.

Schulze complained about high salaries, plush offices,

and the concentration of wealth in the life insurance industry.

These

last points were probably emphasized because of the information made
public through the famous Armstrong investigation in 1905. 57
Schulze's somewhat equivocal conclusion was that it was wrong to
assert that life insurance was absolutely sinful.

Since there were many

dangers which accompanied it, ''Christians could very well do without life
insurance.

They had the promises that the Lord would take care

of

them. n 58
Clearly, Schulze's position was not a complete break with the traditional position of the Synod, but he did refute almost every major traditional argument against life insurance.

The implied conclusion ·was that

the decision whether to purchase life insurance was a personal one.
Bente wrote his theses on life insurance in response to Schulze's
position.

These were published in Lehre und Wehre in 1908.

G. Friedrich

Bente (1858-1930) was professor at Concordia Seminary, St. Louis, from
1893 to 1929.
tario.

Bente's first pastorate was at a multiple paris"h in On-

When he began his ministry there in 1882, he was probably present

57 rbid., pp. 29-33.

58 Ibid., p. 34.
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to hear the first district essay within the Synod on the topic of life
insurance.

While professor at St. Louis, Bente also edited Lehre und

Wehre; wrote a book entitled Was steht der Vereinigung der lutherischer
Synoden Amerikas im Wege: Gesetz und Bvangelium; 59 wrote a two-volume.
history of Lutheranism in America, 60 and co-edited the Concordia
Triglotta. 61

Bente's position on life insurance indicates some conces-

sions to Schulze's position, although these were not specifically acknowledged, nor was the ultimate question of the permissibility of life insurance answered affirmatively.
Bente's basic argument was that for any insurance to be valid there
had to be a reai, 62 perishable object,63 whose value could be accurately
evaluated. 64

If any of these aspects were missing, the contract was not

true insurance but a form of gambling. 65

Bente alleged that true insur-

ance could be taken on inanimate objects and on the lives of animals and
59Friedrich Bente, What Stands in the Way of the Unification of the
Lutheran Synods in America? Law and Gospel (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1911).
6 °Friedrich Bente, American Lutheranism (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1919).
61An edition of the Lutheran Confessions (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1921).
For more information on Bente, see ''G. Friedrich Bente, 11 Lutheran
Cyclopedia, edited by Erwin Lueker (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing
House, 1954), p. 104; J. Bente, Dr. Friedrich Bente (St. Louis: Concordia
Publishing House, 1936); L. Fuerbringer, ''F. Bente ala Theo log, 11 Concordia Theological Monthly, II (June 1931), 416-423; and Meyer, pp. 234-239.
62 F. Bente, 11Saetze ueber Lebensversicherung, 11 Lehre und Wehre, LIV,
241-247. Thesis 1.
63Theses 1 and 2.

6 4Tbesis

4.

65Thesis 4.
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slaves. 66

He also conceded that it was legitimate to insure the life of

a debtor up to the amount of the debt, or the life of any person through
whom one could experience economic loss due to death. 67

Insurance

against the loss of income incurred through illness or accident was also
allowable, according to Bente, at least from a theoretical point of
view. 68

It was also theoretically permissible for a woman to insure the

life of her husband's earning ability. 69

All of the above forms of in-

surance were classified by Bente as true indemnity arrangements. 70

Ob-

viously policies in which there was no insurable interest were forbidden
by the state and were really only games of chance. 71
Bente's criticism of life insurance as practiced in America was on
both the theoretical and practical level.

Bente contended that the usual

life insurance policies in America were not based on the principle of
indemnity but merely on the ability of the policyholder to pay the premium.72

Bente supported this assertion by citing the absence of the

earning power 73 in a specified amount, 74 as the named insured object in
life insurance policies.

Bente also noted that many wealthy persons had

income from stocks , bonds, rents, and other assets.

When such people,

who did not engage in productive work, took out insurance, they were doing so not on the basis of the potential loss of income, which was not
jeopardized by death, but purely on the ability to··•pay the premiums.
Whenever people were insured but had no earning potential, there was no
66Theses 5 and 6.

67Theses 7-9.

68Thesea 10-11.

69Thesis 13.

70Thesis 14.

71 Theses 15-16.

72Theaes 17-31.

73Thesis 18.

74.rheaia 29.
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true insurance, according to Bente. 75

Bente also argued that if life

insurance were based on the principle of indemnity then the amount of
insurance should decrease over the years , as the income potential of the
insured diminished. 76

Furthermore, if indemnity was the principle of

life insurance, why did people have to die before they collected? Why
did they not collect the proceeds when their earning potential was eliminated through illness or accident? 77

Bente seemed to have forgotten

about sickness and accident insurance.
Bente argued that the evidence clearly indicated that life insurance was not only wrong in occasional misuses but wrong in its very
essence, since the essence was not indemnification but "something else. 1178
Bente agreed with Schulze that the use of lots was valid if a matter was
not resolvable on the basis of God's Word or reason.

Bente, however,

concluded that life insurance was the improper use of lots
to obtain a profit at the expense of others , , , a despfcable
game of change, since the seventh, ninth and tenth comnandments
forbade covetousness and the attainment of another's good
without a given equivalent.79
The evidence which Bente presented caused him to conclude that
"Anyone who insures his life in the customary way has as the purpose
of the contract the attainment of a relatively large profit at the expense of others should he die early. ,.SO

Furthermore, the sinfulness of

the usual life insurance policy was compounded through sinful circumstances, such as mistrust of God, anxiety, and negligence of one's
75Theses 19-22.

76Theses 23-24.

77 Thesis 27.

78Tbeses 30-31.

79Thesis 33.

80Thes is 35 •
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duties toward family, church, and others. 81

In this he agreed completely

with Schulze, although for Schulze these were the only reasons for opposing life insurance.

Despite this very strong stand, Bente concluded that

if the sinfulness of life insurance could not be recognized by those who
purchased it, and if there were no other serious transgressions involved,
church discipline should not be employed, since it had to be conceded
that the essence of life insurance was difficult to comprehend, particularly when a person was personally involved in the ownership of a policy.82
When Schulze published his essay, he included a response to Bente's
the ses.

Schulze's evaluation of Bente's position probably had been pre-

se nt ed to the Atlantic District Pastoral Conference prior to publication.83

Schulze first took issue with Bente's definition of the purpose

of life insurance.

Whereas Bente had defined the basic principle of life

insurance to be the replacement of loss, Schulze stated that when insurance is applied for, which is being insured is the future use of that
object.

The exact value that object may have in the future is uncertain.

Houses may deteriorate, or a horse may become crippled while the insurance is in force.

Yet if the house burns or the horse di.es and the owner

collects insurance at the originally insured amount, that does not mean
that he had done something dishonest.

Schulze pointed out that honest

people can only guess at what value items may have in the future; they
guess on the basis of previous experience. 84

Against the argument that

a person profited more by dying early, Schulze pointed out that there was
81Thesis 36.

82Thesis 37.

83 Sch ulze, p. 1.

8 4 Ibid., pp. 35-36.
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also a greater loss of potential income.

Schulze rejected the idea that

occasional abuses in life insurance, such as insurance in amounts greater
than insurable interest, invalidated the proper use of life insurance,
just as little as the appearance of hypocrites invalidated the use of the
means of grace.

With regard to over-insuring, Schulze noted that many

companies insured only cases of clear insurable interest.

A common la-

borer, for example, would usually not be insured for more than $3000.
Life insurance companies also insisted that the people being insured had
genuine income potential by insisting upon good health and other qualifications.

Those who had no income potential could not be insured. 85

Bente had asserted that potential income fran stocks, bonds, rents,
and other assets was not insurable, since there was no risk of losing
that income through the death of the owner.

With this Schulze took issue.

He pointed out first that this situation was exceptional, although almost
everyone had some possessions which were not endangered by death.

Sec-

ondly, stocks, bonds, and other securities are either earned or inherited,
and in either event need to be administered.

When the power of admini-

stration is taken away, as through death, there is a loss of income potential.

Thirdly, the person who paid for life insurance out of the pro-

ceeds from stocks and bonds, chose to invest in life insurance rather
than in more stocks and bonds , as a means of providing for the future
welfare of his family.
sion.

Fourthly, stocks were also a very unsure posses-

They could be lost before, during, or after death.

Finally,

stocks did not automatically go to survivors, and in fact often did
85 1..2,_1·d.,

PP· 38 - 40 •
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not, 86 and therefore life insurance was often the only means of providing
for one's family.

Whether rich people were capable of productive work,

Schulze discounted as a moot point. 87
Schulze' s last argument was perhaps the most telling.

He stated

that Bente had concluded that life insurance was not to be an object of
church discipline.

This Schulze contended

is proof that the author himself admits that life insurance is
not in itself a sin, for if it were in itself a sind then the
church certainly ought to take a stand against it. 8
Although both positions represented advances over the position of A. L.
Graebner in 1892, Schulze's work in particular provided a perspective.
from which life insurance could at least be tolerated.

The appearance

of both Bente's theses and Schulze's essay did much to bring the issue
of life insurance within the Synod to a climax.
Almost immediately after the appearance of these two works, a large
number of pastoral conferences put the topic of life insurance on their
agendas.

In 1909 eight conferences discussed the topic, and in 1910

there were nine.
had been five.

89

Previously the largest number listed in any one year
The minutes of the Eastern District Conference of the

Central Illinois District report that after the publication of these two
documents "entire conferences took positions, same for and some against
the pamphlet. 1190 The same minutes for 1913 noted that life insurance was
86 For tax advantages, estate planning often indicates that such
assets be donated to charity.
87~ . , pp. 40-42.

8 8 ~ . ' p. 45.

89Appendix and Graph 2.
901'Protocoll, 15-18 October 1912," p. 111.
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Graph 2
Number of Pastoral Conferences in wh,ich
Insurance Was Discussed, 1892-1917
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a "burning question of the day ...9 i

The Eastern District Conference of

the Central Illinois District did not concur with Schulze's distinction
between matters of faith and matters of life, especially with his use
of Luther's quotation that ''Doctrine is heavenly, living is earthly."
What Luther meant, the conference contended, was that neither perfect
doctrine nor perfect life could be achieved. 92
While debates were taking place within pastoral conferences, there
was also debate and change occurring at the Synod's seminaries.

Although

professors for the most part still advocated the old position, students
for the most part refused to accept it.

Dr. B. A.

w.

Krauss of Concordia

Seminary, St. Louis, is reported to have ''very forcibly denounced life
insurance" in his . Fragestunden sometime during the period between 1907
and 1912. 93

One 1907 graduate from the same school reports that when

Bente told students that life insurance was a form of gambling, "he did
not convince any of us. 1194

A graduate from Concordia Theological Seminary,

Springfield, Illinois, reported that in 1910 he had been a member of the
Debating Club and had been given the assignment of defending life insurance.

The debate ended in a stalemate, and Prof. Friedrich Streckfuss

was called to the meeting to render his opinion.

Streckfuss simply said

that life insurance demonstrated a lack of trust in God.

The Debating

91 :tgid., p. 113. All members of the conference were to write for
copies of Schulze's essay.
92 l2.i.4-

'

p. 112 •

9 3Questionnaire SO.

Cf. also Questionnaire 320.

94Questionnaire 103. Underscoring in original. Another incident a
decade later found students viewing Bente as being "far off" in the
matter of life insurance. Questionnaire 32.
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Club then resolved the matter by agreeing that
if life insurance is contrary to God's Word, then fire insurance,
by the same token, is also wrong. To this all agreed • • • [andJ
all left a bit confused, and not convinced in either direction.9
Another graduate of Concordia Theological Seminary, Springfield, reported
that he had been assigned a paper to be presented to the student body on
the topic of life insurance.

The paper defended life insurance and con-

vinced many students of his position.

The student had written G.D.

Ziegler, the president of the Aid Association for Lutherans, and received
help from him.
Hertzer.

The paper was not acceptable, however, to Prof. John

When the student, John F. Schliepsiek, finished his presenta-

tion, Prof. Hertzer distributed a one-page resume of reasons why life
insurance was sinful.

The basic argument was that life insurance was il-

legitimate income. 96
With the coming of World War I, the issue of life insurance subsided
within the Synod, but there were still those who continued to voice opposition.

In 1917, for example, Pastor R. Schroth of Mayville, Wisconsin,

presented an essay to an elders' conference on the topic of life insurance.

Schroth confessed that he had accepted the essay assignment only

because extreme pressure had been exerted upon him.

Ria reluctance was

due to the fact that he considered himself to be an exponent of the older
(altmodische) viewpoint.

Schroth began by listing several invalid argu-

ments, such as the argument of "feeling," the equation of lodges with life
95Questionnaire 196.
96A copy of Ziegler's letter to J. F. Schliepsiek is in the possession of the writer. The information about the incident was related in a
letter from Schliepsiek to the writer, 21 March 1969. A copy of
Hertzer's res• is also in the writer's possession.
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insurance, and that instances of abuse invalidate the proper use of life
insurance.

Schroth's major contention was that life insurance was a form

of gambling, since earning power could not be accurately ascertained.
This was Bente's main point in 1908.

Schroth held that the Aid Associa-

tion for Lutherans was essentially a life insurance organization and
should be avoided by Christians.

Schroth concluded by adopting Bente• s

position that when persons cannot be convinced of the sinfulness of an
activity, church discipline should not be practiced.

Schroth's presenta-

tion was persuasive enough that the conference requested that it be
printed, which it was. 97
The Gambling Argument and tbe Rationalization of Change
After 1906 there were no direct criticisms of life insurance in Der
Lutheraner and after 1908 none in Lehre und Wehre.

For a period of ap-

proximately twenty years there was almost complete silence on the topic
of life insurance in the Synod's official publications, even though there
was considerable debate and discussion transpiring inpastoral conferences
and other less public areas of the Synod.
included an article on "Insurance. 1198

In 1927 the Concordia Cyclopedia

The article gave qualified but clear

approval to life insurance, and that date is perhaps as good as any to
identify when the change within the Synod had been completed.

There were

97 R. Schroth, Lebensversicherung. Bin Referat, vorgelegt der
Dodge und Washington Co. Vorsteherkonferenz, und auf Beschluss derselben
in Druck gegeben von R. Schroth, Pastor (Milwaukee: Northwestem Publishing House, 1917, passim.
9811Insurance," Concordia Cyclopedia, edited by L. Fuerbringer I Th.
Engelder, P. B. Kretzmann (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1927),
PP• 360-362.
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many factors involved in the process of change , but what is striking is
that the change occurred with very little public turmoil.

The matter of

life insurance was never brought to the floor of a Synodical convention,
although it did receive discussion and formal resolutions were passed at
least at one District convention.

During the period of public silence

there developed within the Synod a rationalization which made the change
of mind within the Synod acceptable.

The rationalization was particu-

larly useful because it preserved the continuity of authority within the
Synod , 99 as well as the esteem of those "Fathers of the Synod" who had
previously opposed life insurance.

It also allowed many pastors who had

previously opposed life insurance themselves to save face. 100

Most

within the Synod seem to have believed the rationalization either because
they wanted to approve of life insurance or because they simply never understood the issues and did not perceive the actual discontinuity of
thought.
The essence of this rationalization was that life insurance in the/
past had involved aspects of gambling, but because of changes within the
structure of life insurance the element of gambling had been eliminated,
and the Synod therefore dropped its objections.

As early as 1908, Schulze

had contended that life insurance did not involve gambling, at least not
~9cf. Theodore Graebner, ''The Burden of Infallibility: A Study in
the History of Dogma," Concordia Historical Institute Quarterly, XXXVIII
(July 1954), 88-94.
lOOAlbert Voecks, a founder of the Aid Association for Lutherans,
wrote that he approached pastors for support; "they told us that they could
not very well give their approval • • • especially since they bad been
preaching against insurance. Should they now change their position, they
could not offer any good excuse to justify their actions in the past."
''An Early History of the Aid Association for Lutherans , " typed manuscript,
copy in files of AAL, p. 4.

359
in its normal usage.

This was also emphasized by the Aid Association in

its early literature • 101

Schulze 's view, however, was unacceptable as a

basis for consensus within the Synod, although there were many who
agreed with him.

What seems to have been needed was an interpretation

which legitimated both old and new views.

Schulze's view provided some

continuity, but it rejected what had been the heart of the older arguments
against life insurance.

A new interpretation was espoused by Theodore

Graebner, although it is not certain whether this interpretation originated with him.
Theodore Graebner was the son of August L. Graebner, who had focalized the argument against life insurance as a form of gambling.
Graebner graduated from Concordia Seminary in 1897.

Theodore

After teaching for

several years at Walther College in St. Louis and at Lutheran Ladies'
Seminary in Red Wing, Minnesota, Graebner became a missionary of the
Norwegian Synod in Chicago.
Congregation in Chicago.

From 1908 to 1911 he as pastor of Jehovah

While in Chicago, Graebner also helped to re-

organize the Concordia Mutual Benefit League. 102

In 1913 he became

professor at Concordia Seminary, St. Louis, where he remained until his
death in 1950.

Graebner held numerous positions on the boards of the

Synod, wrote voluminously, and edited several of the Synod's publications, including Der Lutheraner fran 1913 to 1917, and The Lutheran

s.

1011'Life Insurance not a Gamble," Correspondent, IX Cl April 1912),
The article appeared in both English and German.
102supra, p. 311.
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Witness from 1913 to 1949.

Graebner also corresponded extensively with a

large percentage of the Synod's pastors and many of its lay people.103
In his earliest letters dealing with life insurance, Graebner contended that life insurance had changed, and that most current policies
did not contain an element of gambling.

For most of his correspondents

between 1917 and the mid-1920s, Graebner did not elaborate on the nature
of those changes.

His position of authority within the Synod evidently

provided sufficient grounds for credulity on the part of some inquirers,
while others must have been left in confusion but were reluctant to pursue the matter.

Before 1920, Graebner wrote to two life insurance agents,

one in Nebraska, the other in Idaho.

Both wrote to Graebner because of

strong opposition which they encountered from older Lutherans in those
areas.

In answering one of these agents who had formerly been a solicitor

for the Concordia Mutual Benefit League in Chicago, Graebner stated that
he saw no difference between ordinary life insurance and the death benefit
(Sterbekasse) paid by the Concordia League.

He covered himself, however,

by stating that everything depended upon the terms and provisions of the
individual policy as to whether it contained an element of gambling.
Graebner did not elaborate on what terms and provisions might make a
policy a gambling contract. 104 On the other hand, when responding to an
1031'Theodore Graebner," Lutheran Cyclopedia, pp. 430-431. Cf. the
Theodore Graebner collection of manuscripts at Concordia Historical Institute in St. Louis. This collection will be cited as 'l'G with the number of the specific box in which the document is found following the abbreviation.
1

<>¾m. Gakemeier to Theodore Graebner, 8 April 1918; Theodore Graebner to Wm. Gakemeier, 24 April 1918. Gakemeier sold for Scandia Life
Insurance Company in Nebraska. Cf. c. T. Bunce to Theodore Graebner,
12 June 1919; Theodore Graebner to c. T. Bunce, 26 3une 1919, all in
!!!-13. In his letter to the latter correspondent, also a life insurance
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inquiring layman, who obviously opposed life insurance, Graebner stated
"some policies are plainly a gamble on human life."

If the laymen could

not determine whether the particular contract in gueation was a gamble,
he was advised to consult with his pastor ''who would be the man to in-

terpellate

[!.!£.J. ulOS

As late as 1921 1 Graebner appeared to support the older view of life
insurance when he wrote that some term policies contained the element of
gambling, with "the human life being the stake or asset. ul06

On another

occasion Graebner stated that the gambling element was present when the
possibility existed of outliving the term of the policy.

On the other

hand Graebner held that an acceptable life insurance policy was that
which combined the death benefit as paid by mutual aid societies and a
savings program.

Thus Graebner seemed to be endorsing whole life policies

but not term insurance. 107

For the next ten years Graebner was very non-

committal in responding to questioners about his position or the position
of the Synod.
Thoms in 1923.
Company.

Typical of this cautious approach is a letter to Arthur

c.

Thoms was an agent for Connecticut Mutual Life Insurance

Graebner wrote:

agent, Graebner wrote: "In reply to your inquiry I would say that the
Lutheran Church opposes every form of life insurance which partakes of
the nature of a gamble." Such a terse answer could scarcely clarify
the matter for Bunce.
lOSTbeodore Graebner to B. L. Hoffmann, Brazile Milla, Nebraska,
21 April 1917, '.!'!!-13.
l06Theodore Graebner to Bev. P. w. Stor, 2 July 1921, 'l'G-13.
Graebner to Rev. w. F. Dannenfeldt, 18 Pebruary 1919, '.!!-13:-

Cf.

l07Theodore Graebner to Rev. J. A. Thorsen, 3 July 1921, ~-13.
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I see no good reason why Christians should not be able with a good
conscience to take out life insurance if they select forms of insurance which eliminate the gambling features, so called. There is ,
however, no agreement as to the exact nature of this element of
gamble.108
Thoms then asked whether Graebner could identify a policy or campany
which had the "gambling features." 109 Graebner evaded the request and
simply pointed out:
Writers on this subject have stressed the fact that a "gamble
with human life" enters into life insurance. While I cannot
accept this as a general proposition, I certainly hold that
where this objection applies, we cannot approve of such contracts.110
When Thoms wrote back that he was pleased "that at no time in the history
of his company had a policy been written that might be,considered gambling in nature," Graebner had no answer. 111
The difficulty of Graebner's position is vividly exposed in Graebner's correspondence with Rev.

w.

F. Milbrath, of Austin, Minnesota.

Milbrath wrote Graebner in July 1924, asking for an opinion from Graebner
and fran the St. Louis faculty about life insurance.
penetrated to the heart of the matter.

Milbrath quickly

He asserted that the Synod was

changing its position, but the reasons given were not valid.

The letter

is perhaps typical of the traditional Synodical position, but which was
coming to be held by an ever smaller minority within the Synod.
Millbrath wrote:
lOB Arthur c. Thoms to Theodore Graebner, 8 December 1923; Theodore
Graebner to Arthur c. Thoms, 11 December 1923, 'l'G-13.
l09Thoms to Graebner, 14 December 1923.
11 0araebner to Thoms, 17 December 1923, 'l'G-13.
111Thoms to Graebner, 22 December 1923, 'l'G-13.
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From what I have been able to read and find in our periodicals,
our Synod as such has always taken a warning position. I have
enjoyed this stand of our church; for I myself believe all life
insurance, be it Appleton Aid Association, Concordia, Michigan
Bund, or the Life, wrong and contrary to Holy Writ. What is your
stand, please? What position does our faculty take: Kindly inform our people and pastors concerning this matter, especially
the latter, for with them there seems to be more indifference
towards this subject than with the laymen. This argument that
Life Insurance companies have changed their methods and principles
is very misleading, if not false. They have become more safe and
secure, since they are under governmental supervision, but otherwise their tactics are about the same.1 12
Graebner evaded the request by stating that every contract had to be
evaluated on an individual basis, although he did not provide any principles by which policies could be evaluated.

He stated that he was

"opposed to every form of life insurance concerning which it can be
proved that it constitutes a gamble with human life." He continued by
suggesting that the Aid Association for Lutherans and other organizations seemed merely to be combining the features of the death benefit
paid by mutual aid societies within congregations and a savings bank. 113
Milbrath responded by asking for the names of a few companies issuing
policies not involving gambling. 114 Graebner again responded evasively,
stating he would agree with anyone who could show that "a certain
policy involves an immoral gamble with human life, or other sinful
112Rev. w. F. Milbrath to Theodore Graebner, 7 July 1924, TG-13.
Milbrath was born in Linde, Pomerania, Germany, 1886. He graduated from
Concordia, St. Paul , Minnesota, and Concordia Seminary, St. Louis, in
1911. His only parish was in Austin, Minnesota, although he helped to
found several other parishes in the vicinity. Der Lutheraner, CXII
(4 September 1956), 11-12.
113Graebner to Milbrath, 22 July 1924, !S!-13.
114Milbrath to Graebner, 31 July 1924, '.!'!!,-13.
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~atures. 11115

This did not satisfy the tenacious Milbrath, who stated

that
if the Faculty in St. Louis had a different view of life insurance fhan fifteen years earlier then this ought to be made
clear to students and readers of the main publications of the
Synod.
Milbrath then asked specifically for an article in The Lutheran Witness
on the topic.

Milbrath was not alone in asking--in vain--for an article

in The Lutheran Witness on life insurance. 116 Graebner did not publish

an article in the Witness, but he did try to respond to Milbrath.

Re

wrate that he did not agree with everything which "the fathers have
written about life insurance, since they did not deal with the essence,
but with the accidens of it. 11117

Secondly, Graebner pointed out that

there had never been complete agreement within the Synod regarding life
insurance and that no one was ever excommunicated because of it.

Finally,

he stated that after his father had written several articles on life insurance, he had been shown certain forms "only then coming into use ,
which he [A. L. Graebner] regarded as non-objectionable." Unfortunately,
Graebner did not elaborate as to what those forms were.

Although

llSGraebner to Milbrath, 2 August 1924, TG-13. Whether Graebner
intended the adjective "immoral" to be understood in a genuinely qualifying ~ay or simply appositionally is unclear. Perhaps Graebner intended the double interpretation.
116Milbrath to Graebner, 1 September 1924; cf. C. J. Cramer to
Theodore Graebner, 19 October 1920; Carl Friedemann to Theodore Graebner,
20 March 1923; Letter to the Editors of The Lutheran Witness, 11 September 1925, ~-13.
117Bssence and accidens were philosophical distinctions which originated with Aristotle and were employed by the Lutheran Orthodox theologians of the seventeenth century.
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Graebner politely tried to terminate the corJ:espondence,

118

Milbrath per-

sisted in asking for a specific form or company, and accused Graebner of
shielding himself and his position "by vain generalities. 11119

Graebner

answered in three long paragraphs in which he said nothing new.

Re did

not give the names of unobjectionable companies or policies. 120

Milbrath

persisted , 121 and Graebner answered again, but neither convincingly nor
clearly.

That he was convinced life insurance was in itself legitimate

and the burden of proof rested with those who disagreed may be seen in

the last sentences of the letter:
Between iumoral and moral, the decision would be easy. But wHen
it belongs to the domain of the un-moral, what possible opinion
can be demanded? The burden of proof rests on those who condemn
an institution, not on those who are unwilling to go to such extremes.122
(This was a different approach from that taken by Graebner in a letter to
a pastor in 1919.

Graebner wrote earlier that although the Synod had

taken no official stand on the issue, this did not mean that life insurance "should be a matter of indifference morally simply because there is
no official utterance.

each policy ought to be judged rather than

treating life insurance in the abstract. nl23)

Milbrath answered by

118araebner to Milbrath, 4 September 1924.
119Milbrath
to Graebner, 7 September 1924.
120Graebner to Milbrath, 17 September 1924.
121Milbrath to Graebner, 25 September 1924.
122araebner to Milbrath, 27 September 1924. In 1919 Graebner wrote
to W. J. Kamnitz, Mokena, Illinois (28 January) that· 'We need no proof
texts to show that life insurance is permissible. If we have no texts to
show it is wrong it is an adiophoron."
12 laraebner to

w.

F. Dannenfeldt, 18 February 1919.
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stating that he knew of no Synodical publication disproving Bente's position that "all life insurance in itself is • • • wrong and sinful, contrary to Holy Writ." Milbrath then quoted George Stoeckbardt, of Concordia Seminary, St. Louis, from an undiscovered source, that "the position
of our Synod regarding life insurance" had been described by A. L.
Graebner in Der Lutheraner, and the issue was that life insurance was a
game of chance (Gluecksspiel).

Milbrath also cited Franz Pieper, although

Pieper was apparently speaking to a different point.

Milbrath stated that

Pieper held that the Synod's attitude toward life insurance was not an
article of faith but belonged to the Law.

Milbrath again asked for an

example of an unobjectionable life insurance policy. 124
did not reply.

To this Graebner

When Milbrath wrote a facetious letter in July 1925,

jibing Graebner for not comnenting on life insurance in The Lutheran
Witness, 125 Graebner's patience was at tether's end.

He wrote

Your attack • • • prompts me to say that I am beginning to understand those of my friends who believe that there is as great a
menace to the peace of our Synod in separatism as there is in
unionism.1 2 6
Milbrath had the last word in the exchange, ard his assertion was at least
partially true.

He accused Graebner of straddling the issue and that in

the long run it would not work. 127 The truth seems to be that Graebner
124Milbrath to Graebner, 30 September 1924.
125Milbrath to Graebner, 10 July 1925, 'l'G-13.
126Graebner to Milbrath, 13 July 1925. The reference to separatism
and unionism seemed out of context in the letter. The only explanation
is that Milbrath was responsible for pressing life insurance as an issue
for fellowship, which eventually came to the Minnesota District Convention in 1928.
127Milbrath to Graebner, 28 July 1925, !5!-13.
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was indeed straddling the fence, but eventually the fence disappeared
through Graebner's method of providing a plausible explanation to anyone
who inquired privately, but to keep the issue out of Synod's publications.128

But Graebner's fence straddling is confusing.

For at this

very time, July 1925, Graebner received a letter from a pastor thanking
him for a paper which he had presented on lodges, which not only
strengthened the people against them, ''but also against life insurance,"
An agent told the pastor that six of his members had applied for life
insurance but after hearing Graebner's lectures backed out. 129
Whether Graebner was responsible for the article on insurance in
the Concordia Cyclopedia in 1927. is uncertain.

The article briefly

described the variety of life insurance policies and then gave tacit
approval to life insurance.

It cautioned, however, that life insurance

was not true indemnity insurance since there was an element of gambling
involved.

The article concluded that "each case, however, must be con-

sidered on its own merits, the question therefore pertaining to the domain of casuistics. 1113D

If this was not written by Graebner, it was an

accurate reproduction of his views.
By the 1930s the issue had subsided to the point where Graebner
could make limited public statements about life insurance without much
fear of creating turmoil within the Synod, although no articles appeared
128There was considerable pressure for The Lutheran Witness to take
a stand on the matter, but Graebner did not deem such action wise. Cf.
Rev. F. Korbitz to Theodore Graebner, 22 November 1923, !'5!,-13. Supra, p. 364.
12 9w. E. Heidorn to Theodore Graebner, 21 July 1925.
13011Insurance," p. 362 •
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in The Lutheran Witness.

The transformation of attitude within the Synod

had already occurred by the 1930s.

Still necessary, however, was a pub-

lic interpretation which could legitimate that change and lay the matter
to rest.

It was Graebner who gave modest publicity to that interpreta-

tion in two relatively important books on practical theology.
was Pastor and People, published in 1932.

The first

This volume contained letters

sent to Graebner as the editor of The Lutheran Witness, and Graebner's
private answers. 1 31

The other book was Borderland of Right and Wrong,

first presented as an essay to the Texas District in 1934. 132

In the

forme r publication Graebner stated that "The Missouri Synod has changed
its stand on life insurance.
has changed."

But that is chiefly because life insurance

Graebner continued that the older policies were a form of

gambling, but that the new policies were not.

The gambling element in

the older policies consisted in the ability of a person to outlive the
policy and receive no cash return.

Graebner did not mention the prin-

ciple of indemnity, which had been the essence of the gambling argument
forty years earlier.
sible income.

He did, however, discuss the argument of permis-

His premise was that the owning of stocks and other specu-

lative securities was permissible.

If this were granted• then life in-

surance by contrast appeared to be a very conservative, non-speculative
l3 1Theodore Graebner, Pastor and People (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1932).
132Theodore Graebner, The Borderland of Right
on the Adiaphora Based on Article X of the Formula
ered at the Texas District Convention of 1934 (St.
lishing House, ·1935). Cf. Graebner and Kretzmann,

and Wrong. An Essay
of Concord and DelivLouis: Concordia Pubpp. 62-63.
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investment • 133

In Borderland of Right and Wrong, Graebner noted one

other feature of the older policies, which he contended, made them a
gamble, namely, the lapsing of policies in which nothing was returned
to the policyholder.134
Both of the~e arguments were inaccurate interpretations of the
previous understandings within the Synod that life insurance was a form
of gambling.

With regard to outliving a policy, it seems that either

Graebner was referring to term insurance, in which it is clear from the
inception of the contract that the policyholder or beneficiaries would
receive proceeds only if the insured died during the period

specified

by the contract, or to life insurance contracts that had no cash value
(non-forfeiture) clauses, or Graebner was confusing c011111ercial life insurance with assessment (fraternal) insurance.

In assessment organiza-

tions it had been possible that a person could belong to a society for
a long period of time and pay assessments regularly, only to discover
that the organization was insolvent when the time came for him or his
beneficiaries to benefit from the society.

There were numerous instances

in the Midwest in which just this problem occurred. 135

This is also

corroborated by several older members of the Synod who responded to a
133T. Graebner, Pastor and People, pp. 110-111.
l34-f. Graebner, Borderland of Right and Wrong, p. 26.
l35Buley, I, 114-120, 126-130. Buley points out that there were
many abuses in this regard. Be cited the Insurance Caamissioner of
Michigan, who stated in 1899 that hundreds of thousands of persons were
abused by fraterna"liem, because people were promised that they had policies which would last them for their entire lives , whereas what they
actually received was temporary protection unless procedures of companies changed.

370
questionnaire circulated in connection with this study.

One 1925 gradu-

ate from Concordia Seminary, St. Louis, wrote that he knew of a number
of cases in which people "depended upon their lodge insurance to pay
funeral costs, and then discovered that their coverage was not worth the
paper it was written on."136
Around 1920, Graebner published annual articles in The. Lutheran
Witness describing the gross inadequacy of the assessment method employed by many fraternal organizations.

He

assessment companies had become defunct.137

noted that over one thousand
The magnitude both of the

lodge problem within the Synod as well as the financial weakness of most
fraternal insurance programs may well have been the primary perspective
from which Graebner viewed life insurance.
to be corroborated by Alex
Association for Lutherans.

o.

That this was the case seems

Benz, a previous president of the Aid

Benz stated that Graebner had warned "against

the inadequate or unsafe system of insurance--the old time assessment
type--and particularly the so-called lodge insurance. nl38
Although Graebner's argument against the. lodges and their insurance
may have been valid, and that they had changed, the same argument is not
136Questionnaires 2 and 287. Cf. L[udwig] F[uerbringer], 'Wie
unsicher die 'Lebensversicbrung' der gewoehnlichen Logen," Der Lutheraner,
LVII (16 April 1901), 123.
137The Lutheran Witness, XXXV (12 December 1916), 389; XXXV (31
October 1916), 342; XJCCV (28 November 1916), 374-375; ''Lodge Insurance,"
The Lutheran Witness, XXXVII (16 April 1918), 124-125; XXXVIII (27 May
1919), 164-165; XL (10 May 1921), 146-148; '"But How about the Protection?'" The Lutheran Witness, XLIII (1 July 1924) , 249-250. Cf. Benjamin
M. Holt, The Case against tbe Lodge (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing
House, 1917), which had an entire chapter devoted to this weakness of
fraternal insurance.
1 38A. o. Benz to H. M. Eggers, 10 February 1937, copy in files of
the Aid Association for Lutherans.
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valid for commercial life insurance.

For as early as 1880 various states

had been requiring commercial companies to include clauses guaranteeing
cash surrender values, and by the end of the century all co11111ercial companies had such clauses in their contracts. 139

The conclusion seems un-

avoidable that Graebner's interpretation was only partially true at best.
Graebner's interpretation was based either on inadequate information
about life insurance, or he was careless in failing to malce distinctions
between fraternal and coumercial life insurance, or be was clearly
prevaricating.
Of the se three alternatives, the first seems unlikely, although
possible.

The lack of precision in Graebner's

used in support of this interpretation.

correspondence could be

The second alternative, that

Graebner was careless, is the least likely.

Graebner had a clear, pene-

trating mind, and his published works and his correspondence indicate
that he was anything but careless ard negligent.
tion is the most persuasive.

Tbe third interpreta-

Graebner never mentiomd the arguments of

the 1860s, when be alleged that the Synod had not changed.

Nor did he

mention the gambling analysis as interpreted by his own father in 1892.
He

certainly was not ignorant of these. 140

139John A. McCal 1 , A Review of Life Insurance from the Date of the
First National Convention of Insurance Officials • • • 1871-1897. An
Address before the Twent -E · hth National Convention Milwaukea, Se tember 13-16, 1898 N.p., n.d.), p. 47.
14~. Graebner, Pastor and People, p. 110, where Graebner quotes
from E. Eckhardt's Homiletiscbes Reallexikon (Battle Creek, Nebraska:
Success Printing Company, 1917), VIII, 170d-179d. Eckhardt listed all
of the traditional arguments against life insurance.
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The judgment that Graebner was prevaricating may be harsh, but upon
reflection it becomes understandable, and perhaps justifiable..

Grae.bner

had been involved in the reorganization of the Concordia Mutual Benefit
League in Chicago in 1910, and certainly came. to understand the principles of life insurance by that time.

Furthermore , be personally had

probably come. to accept life insurance as permissible, as some of his
letters indicate.

On the other hand, it probably seemed unwise to state

that the Missouri Synod had changed its posibion, for to do so would
probably have precipitated a full-blown controversy within the. Synod
over an issue which would have been in no way productive.
not ripe within the Synod to admit change..

The. time was

This experience with life

insurance led Graebner to refer much later to the Missouri Synod's
"Burden of Infallibility. 11141
There were additional factors which lent credence to Graebner's
rationalization for the changed position within the Synod.

One argument

which seems to have been very effective was that life insurance canbined
the death benefit (Sterbekasse) of the older mutual aid societies with a
savings plan.

This interpretation was fairly close to the actual func-

tion of a whole life insurance policy, in which part of the premium pays
for the actual cost of the protection, while the other portion goes into
a reserve fund.

By the time the policy matures at age 85 or 100, the

amount in reserve normally equals the face amount of the. policy. 142

It

141Graebner, ''The Burden of Infallibility," XXXVIII, 88-94.
142s. s. Huebner and Kenneth Black, Jr., Life Insurance (6th edition;
New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts, 1964), pp. 80-92, esp. p. 89.
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is not clear when the understanding of life insurance as a savings plan
originated within the Synod.
the idea. 143

When Bente heard of it in 1906, be. rejected

The Correspondent of the Aid Association for Lutherans

featured an article in 1909 emphasizing that endowment insurance was
both protection and savings. 144 This was three years before that company
adopted the legal reserve plan.

Theodore Graebner spoke of the savings

element for the first time in his correspondence in 1919, when he described the Aid Associatio~ for Lutherans as a combination savings fund
(Sparkasse) and death benefit (Sterbekasse). 145

Graebner continued to

give this interpretation in the 1920s 146 and published it for the first
time in Pastor and People in 1932.

The following quotation from this

book illustrates how the savings argument was integral to the rationalization:
As for societies within the Synodical Conference, there are two,
possibly more such, but they are built on the mutual plan and
in effect combine the features of a Sterbekasse and a savings.
account. They would, however, classify as life insurance, but
not of the type against which we had written twenty and thirty
years ago. This type then did not exist in its present form
and I do not regard these policies as objectionable.147
Many people were apparently convinced that this was an adequate interpretation.

It has been reproduced by a number of older pastors as an

143 F[riedrich] B[ente], ''Lebensversicherungs-Skandale ," Lehre und
Wehre, LII (February 1906), 86.
144correspondent, VI (21 January 1909), 7; cf. "Endowment Vers icherung , " Correspondent , IX (1 October 1912) , 1-2.
145Theodore Graebner to Aug. H. Gassner, 2 December 1919; Graebner
to Rev. J. A. Thorsen, 3 July 1921, !!,-13.
146Theodore Graebner to Rev. Aug. Zitzmann·, 30 November 1923;
Graebner to Milbrath, 22 July 1924, !!!-13.
147T. Graebner, Pastor and People, p. 110.
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important reason for the change of opinion witliin the Synod.

One older

pastor wrote:
People were induced to purchase life insurance more as a SAVDl3S,
than as a death benefit. This affected their attitude tOW'ard
life insu;-ance, rather than the "protective" aspect of life insurance.1'1-8
Other Arguments, Encounters, and Factors
Although the interpretation of life insurance as a form of gambling
was the most significant obstacle in the Synod's acceptance of it, the
second most significant argument against life insurance was that life
insurance was a sign of distrust in God's providence.

This may have

been the primary issue in the minds of uninformed laymen, although there
is no way to confirm that speculation.

The argument of distrust had

arisen in the nineteenth century as a conclusion drawn from the argument
that life insurance was an improper method for Christians to provide for
the future.

This logical contingency was

not always clearly retained

in the minds of many, and, in fact, it seems to have developed an autonomous existence, although it never was utilized as a primary or first
argument in any of the serious evaluations of life insurance within the
Synod.

Once it could be demonstrated that life insurance was not an im-

permissible means for the attainment of income, then it was a relatively
small matter to demonstrate that the use of life insurance was not in
itself a sign of distrust but a means through which God's providential
care might be realized.
One reason why the "argument of distrust" became autonomous was the
148Questionnaire 320. For other examples of the same opinion see
Questionnaires 32, 79, 13S, 196, 381.

375
overzealous claims of life insurance advertising which occasionally suggested that faith in God and life insurance were antithetical.

A 1928

graduate of Concordia Theological Seminary, Springfield, for example,
reported that while a student in Springfield, he recalled a local insurance agency advertisement which stated that
Some folks believe in God to provide all or for all our needs,
but better wake up, it is usually much safer and more reliable
to trust in a good insurance company.149
Such promotion was probably not frequent, but it was probably frequent
enough to fix the issue of trust as an independent one in the popular
mind.

That life insurance and God were mutually exclusive objects of

trus t was rather widespread in the Synod at the turn of the century,
particularly among older pastors.
convinced.ISO

Younger pastors were not so easily

In 1910, life insurance was discussed in the home of

Pastor Adolf Pfotenhauer.

Pfotenhauer rejected life insurance because

"Life rests completely in the hands of God." The argument was partially
149Questionnaire 349. The quotation is a paraphrase.
ent had the tract in his possession but later lost it.

The respond-

lSOQuestionnaire 179, a graduate from Concordia Seminary, St. Louis,
1912, wrote "In my youth only the older pastors (mostly born in Germany)
had serious misgivings about Life Insurance." A St. Louis graduate from
1911, wrote that "My father (St. Louis, 1886) personally did not believe
in life insurance, but trusted that God would provide." Questionnaire
247, a graduate from Addison in 1911, wrote ''My father did not believe in
life insurance • • • • I did not share his ideas." Cf. Questionnaire 118,
and Reynold F. Stelloh to Theodore Graebner, 24 April 1924, '.!'!!-13.
lSlnnas Leben steht ganz und gar in Gottes Hand." Questionnaire 152,
by a 1919 graduate of Concordia Teachers College,
Adolf Pfotenhauer should not be confused with Frederick Pfotenhauer who
was the President of the Missouri Synod from 1911 to 1935. Adolf Photenliauer was pastor of the congregation which served the college community.
The Lutheran Witness, LVIII (8 August 1939), 282.
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supported by Theodore Graebner when he wrote to a layman, who was opposed
to life insurance:
As :to life insurance I believe now as I always have believed that
there is hardly a thing which so easily leads to self-confidence
and is so often a sign of lack of faith in God as life insurance.152
Graebner approached the argument differently in Pastor and People in
1932, when he wrote:
As for life insurance per se, it is true that the argument that
"life insurance shows a lack of trust in God," while adduced by
those who oppose life insurance, touches an accidens and does not
touch the essence of insurance. The same reasoning can apply ta
any form of investment and even to a bank account reserved for
"a rainy day. 153
0

In t aking this position Graebner was in line with the position set forth
by Schulze some twenty-five years earlier.

Another a rgument that was sometimes employed against life insurance
was that it could not prolong a person's life.
loose ly rela ted to previous argument.

It seems to have been

As incredible as it may sound, it

seems there were people who literally believed that in some way life insurance· would provide some kind of replacement for life itself. 154

As

late as 1924, the Aid Association for Lutherans' Correspondent carried an
article entitled "Life lnsurance--What Is It?" in which Henry C. Wind
noted that life insurance had a wrong name,

and that "practically all

152Graebner to Carl Friedmann, 28 March 1923, ~-13.
153T. Graebner, Pastor and People, pp. 110-111; cf. T. Graebner,
Borderland of Right and Wrong, p. 27.
154Questionnaire 185, "they did not believe it right to try to insure one's life, as though it was possible to prevent or postpone death."
Cf. letter from John Schliepsiek to James Albers, 21 March 1969, who
stated that the name life insurance was a misnomer which confused people.
Questionnaire 14, a 1913 graduate fran St. Louis. Questionnaire 341.
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the misunderstanding--religious, sentimental, and business--respecting
life insurance can be traced to the ill-chosen name given it." Wind went
on to explain that it was necessary to educate people about life insurance, since there was no hope of establishing a new name. 155
The lack of information about life insurance was another important
reason why many opposed life insurance.

Many pastors in the Synod were

relatively uninformed about the nature of life insurance.

In 1901, when

Albert Voecks attempted to solicit members for the Aid Association for
Lutherans , he found "considerable confusion among the pastors • 156

A

decade later, Voecks wrote to one of the Association's agents working in
Illinois.

The agent, a D. E. Mayerhoff, had submitted an article for

the Correspondent, explaining how insurance worked.
the article was good but occasionally too technical.

Voecks wrote that
The biggest problem

with people was their ignorance and the biggest goal was education,
Voecks concluded. 157

Education was a need not only within the Missouri

Synod but also throughout the United States.

.

It was not until the sec-

ond decade of the twentieth century that the first textbooks on life insurance were written and courses on life insurance were foi:mally taught
in colleges. 158

Agents were also rather poorly trained and it was at

about this time that the first efforts were made to upgrade the role of
155wind, XXI, 1.
156Albert Voecks, "An Early History of the Aid Association for Lutherans," manuscript dated February 1939, p. 4. A copy is in the files of
the Aid Association for Lutherans, in Appleton, Wisconsin.
157Albert Voecks to Mayerhoff, 26 October 1911.
of the Aid Association for Lutherans.
158stone, pp. 126-131.

Copy in the files
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the agent who "stood pretty low in the scale of social approval" to the
level of professional status.159

With the education of agents came

better explanations to lay people about the nature of life insurance.
In 1917 an agent wrote Theodore Graebner that most pastors in
Nebraska had "only a limited knowledge of an insurance policy. 11160

The

extent of the confusion is evident in the letter which Theodore Graebner
received from C. J. Cramer, who complained that he was receiving letters
from pastors who had confused the Treasury of Support, a pension fund for
pastors, with life insurance. 16 1

'nle role of education in the acceptance

of life insura nce was a significant factor, according to the results of a
survey made among older pastors and teachers in the Synod .

Out of 294

persons who responded to a question about the importance of education in
the acceptance of life insurance within the Synod, 280 said education was
either very important or important. 162
Related to the ignorance of many people was their reliance on traditional attitudes and understandings.

This inertia was described by a

graduate from Concordia Teachers• College, Seward, Nebraska.

In his opin-

ion "the opposition was somewhat of a dogged determination of 'Ich bleib
159 Ibid., pp. 126, 130.
16 0wm. Galcemeier to Theodore Graebner, 8 April 1918, 'l'G-13.
161c. J. Cramer to Theodore Graebner, 19 October 1920. See also
Arthur Ernst to Fred C. Pritzlaff, 9 October 1920; and Theodore Graebner
to Arthur Ernst, 28 October 1920, ~-13.
162Question number 66. Of the 280 there were 139 who said education
had been very important, while 141 felt it was important. The other two
choices were not important and not involved.
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beim alten. ' 11163

One writer even suggested that the Synod's continued

opposition to life insurance was due to its reverence for C. P.
Walther, who had opposed it.

w.

The same writer called the general attitude

of the Synod at that time Epigonenwirtism and Schal-meistertum, which he
defined in a general way as taking a position on the basis of superficial
study and remaining unreasonably adamant. 164
There were other arguments used against life insurance during the
first third of th! twentieth century, and most of them were carried over
from the nineteenth century by oral tradition.

Almost none of these

have been found in published sources in the twentieth century.

One ar-

gument that had been used in the nineteenth century was that life insurance advertised itself as charity.

To this the leaders of the Synod ob-

jected, although perhaps in too unqualified a fashion.

It was true that

life insurance companies were not benevolent institutions, although a
person might be motivated by love for his family to purchase life insurance.

Although this criticism did not appear in print in the twentieth

century, the Aid Association for Lutherans had to make a specific point
of mentioning that it was conductiqJ a iusiness and not charity~ Albert
Voecks wrote that most ''Missouri Synod ministers repeatedly stated that
as long as

we

conduct our business in a businesslike manner and do not

claim to be doing charity they would have no objection. 11165

In this

connection, it should be noted that even Schulze in 1908 had stated that
163Questionnaire 4.

Translation of the German is "I remain with the

old I"
164Questionnaire 18.
165voecks to D. E. Mayerhoff, 29 August 1910, copy in the files of
the Aid Association for Lutlerans.
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life insurance tended to decrease love and charity.

Another pastor as

late as 1926 said that the problem was not so much that life insurance
posed as charity, but that it was killing charity in the Christian communities.

The congregation was to be the caretaker of the poor.

He con-

cluded ·that ''Life insurance is a sign that the church has failed. nl66
There were also isolated pastors in the twentieth century who said
that the moral hazards which the Synod's publications had pointed out in
the nineteenth century were still valid.

One pastor wrote the Aid Asso-

ciation for Lutherans in 1926 that he could not approve of the Aid Association because of the hazards involved with the insurance of juveniles. 167
This concern was somewhat anachronistic, but not as much as it might
first appear.

Although the last reference to abuses of child insurance

in Synodical publications appeared in 1903,168 there was general consensus within the life insurance industry that there was little need to
insure the lives of children except in very modest amounts, and seve~e
restrictions were imposed on the amount of life insurance which could be
purchased on the lives of children. 169

The Aid Association for Luther-

ans, for example, did not insure the lives of persons under age 16
166aev. H. Luebke to Aid Association for Lutherans, 29 October
1926, and 8 November 1926. Letters in files of Aid Association for
Lutherans.
167aev. Frederick Rehwalt to Aid Association for Lutherans,
November 1926. Copy in files of Aid Association for Lutherans.
168 F[uerbringer], LIX, 311.
of children in France.

The article dealt with the deaths

169Malvin E. Davis, Industrial Life Insurance in the United
States (New York: McGraw-Hill Book Company, Inc., 1944), p. 206.
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until after 1926. 170

The concern for moral hazards was not restricted

to an isolated individuai,1 71 but by the mid-1920s the general views
within the Synod had changed from opposition to tolerance, if not approval.
Although most within the Synod had come to accept life insurance by
the early 1920s, there were still pickets of opposition.
nucleus of opposition was in southern Minnesota.

One notable

Two pastors in particu-

lar seem to have been strenuous in their opposition.

One was W. F.

Mil bra th, whose correspondence with Graebner was noted above.
was August Zitzmann.

The other

Zitzmann was rather emotional in his concern over

the changing opinion within the Synod, when he wrote to Theodore Graebner
in 1923:
The Fathers of the Missouri Synod have denounced life insurance
companies and their reasons are valid and still stand today. If
the leaders of the Synod today want to approve what the Fathers
justly have condemned, then it saddens my soul that the Missouri
Synod is going to the dogs, who devour what they have spewn up.
If, along with the Fathers, they condemn life insurance, then
they should not permit their names to be used as a covering for
much evil. What will become of us if life insurance socieites
(and lodges and whore houses) are established for Lutherana! 172
170 "Aid Association for Lutherans Has Had a Bemarkable Growth in 25
Years,"Correspondent, XXIV (1 J'uly 1927), 12. The state of Maryland
did not allow juveniles to be insured at this time. William Rainey,
''History of the Aid Association for Lutherans," bound manuscript in
files of the Aid Association for Lutherans, p. 172.
171A graduate of the Wisconsin Synod Seminary in 1923, reported
that a Missouri Synod seminarian told him that if he had his wife insured he might be tempted to kill her. Questionnaire 260. One pastor
wrote the Aid Association for Lutherans, 27 October 1926, that he could
not approve of life insurance because of the "temptations caning with
it." Copy in files of Aid Association for Lutherans.
172Aug. Zitzmann to Theodore Graebner, 26 November 1923, TG-13.
Zitzmann was evidently referrii\g to an endorsement of life insurance by
$Jmodical pastors which appeared in some publication.
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W. L. Ernst, a 1910 graduate of Concordia Seminary, St. Louis, writes for
a period of about ten years that the issue of life insurance came up at

almost every pastoral conference and culminated in 1927, when the Minnesota District itself had to deal with the matter.

The issue became so

intense at the Carver County Pastoral Conference in 1925, that the question was asked in all seriousness, ''Can we still consider ourselves
brethren in tl'e faith when such highly emotional differences exist among
us whether life insurance may be tolerated in our congregations or not?"
Ernst had remained neutral in these discussions until that time and was
therefore asked to present a paper to the conference dealing with the
previous question.

Ernst's conclusion was that life insurance was not

a divisive matter.

The minority opposed this conclusion.

The essay was

subsequently read again at the Minnesota District Pastoral Conference,173
where it was again adopted, and again under protest.

The minority was

given the opportunity to present a rebuttal at the District Conference.
Ernst reports that the refutation "had so many violent accusations
against me and numerous quotations from my essay entirely out of context.
The conference compelled him to express his apologies and discontinue

reading any further."

The issue was finally brought to the Minnesota

District Convention in 1928.

The opponents of life insurance insisted

that the District formally express its objection to members of Synodical
congregations carrying any form of life insurance, including policies
from the Aid Association for Lutherans.
mittee to formulate a resolution.

The convention appointed a com-

The committee was advised by

Prof.

173Missouri Synod, Minnesota District, Proceedings, 1925, pp.
60-61.
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Ludwig Fuerbringer of Concordia Seminary, St. Louis, who was serving as
the representative of Frederick Pfotenhauer, the Synod's President.
Fuerbringer was responsible for formulating the resolution which was
unanimously adopted by the convention.

With that resolution the matter

of life insurance abruptly ceased to be an issue in Minnesota pastoral
conferences .1 74
Ernst's essay addressed the question ''Why should we recognize one
another as brothers, if we are not unified on the essence of life insurance?"

Ernst did not propose to define the essence of life insurance.

Rather his concern was to interpret fellowship in the light of the differing interpretation of life insurance, which he saw as the real
source of the dispute.

Ernst reviewed the gambling argument as expli-

cated by A. L. Graebner and F. Bente and the rejection of that interpretation by E. C. L. Schulze and others.

It was Ernst'* opinion that

life insurance was not a genuine religious issue as much as it was a
technical one.

The religious or Biblical position was understood to be

clear enough, but what could not be determined was the essence of life
insurance. 175

Ernst concluded that since such differences of interpreta-

tion did exist, it was not proper for a pastor to exercise church discipline toward members who did purchase life insurance.

A pastor could

warn his members of certain dangers which might accompany the purchase
174w. L. Ernst to James Albers, 24 March 1969. In 1926, Wm. Kelm
wrote to G.D. Ziegler of the Aid Association for Lutherans that the
Minnesota Pastoral Conference was meeting to decide what should be done
about AAL agents who wanted to solicit in congregations in which the
pastor was opposed to life insurance.
17 Suntitled typewritten essay by
this writer's possession, p. 13.

w.

L. Ernst, a copy of which is in
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of life insurance, such as trusting in mammon rather than in God.

Ernst

also held it was sinful to judge that others did not trust in God if they
purchased life insurance.

Finally, Ernst stated that a Synodical resolu-

tion regarding life insurance would be of no value unless it could be
made binding on consciences.

In this instance the binding of consciences

could not be done, since the issue revolved not around the clear words of
Scriptures but around human interpretation. 176
Ernst's analysis was the essence of Fuerbringer'& proposal which
was submitted to the Convent ion.

Fuerbringer followed Schulze• s and

Ernst's opinion that life insurance was an issue of Christian life.
Furthermore , the issue did not concern the interpretation of Scripture
but the proper application (Anwendung) of Scriptural truth.

The resolu-

tion also acknowledged the difference of opinion regarding the interpretation of life insurance, but that such disagreement did not destroy
church fellowship or brotherhood.

The resolution also asked that every

Christian should be earnestly admonished to do nothing against his conscience, and that every Christian place his trust in nothing other than
the living God, and that every Christian continually respect the consciences of other persons.177
176~., pp. 17-18.
177copy of the resolutions, dated IS March 1928 (sic), made available to the present writer by B. L. Ernst. Cf. Missouri Synod, Minnesota
District, Proceedings, 1927, p. 14. The Proceedings only state that the
minutes of the Southern, Yellow Bank and Park Region District conferences
were examined and that nothing was found by the committee that was in contradiction with the Word of God and the Lutheran Confessions •
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In 1924, J. T. Mueller attended the convention of the Manitoba and
Saskatchewan District, Canada, and reported that life insurance was
"troubling the Manitoba District a good deal." Mueller had witnessed
"the tail end of a very heated discussion." The St. Louis faculty, he
wrote, would ''hear from them during the summer. n 178
One of the objectives of the writer of this dissertation was to try
to evaluate the relationship between development of thought within the
Synod and the broader American environment.

There are indicators which

strongly suggest that there were sociological factors which conditioned
the attitudes toward life insurance within the Synod.

In a previous

chapter it was noted that mutual aid societies seem to have been located
primarily in urban areas. 179

Such societies were not as necessary in

rural areas where the congregation was relatively small and persons
helped each other through the informal arrangements that existed.180
It seems significant, therefore, that the great majority of persons who

were reported to have been opposed to life insurance in the twentieth
century were located in what were then still rural areas of the United
States.

On the basis of the correspondence of Theodore Graebner and of

the Aid Association for Lutherans during the first three decades of the
twentieth century, there is a distinct concentration of opposition in
the states of Minnesota, Nebraska, South Dakota, North Dakota, Iowa,
178Mueller to Theodore Graebner, 10 July 1924, TG-13. There is no
reference in the Proceedings , 1924, passim, to the discussion.
179supra •
180Questionnaire 360.
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and Kansas • 181

Not all persons, particularly pastors, in these areas

were opposed to life insurance, but the pastors who served in these congregations did not necessarily grow up in these areas.
There may have been other sociological factors which tempered the
Synod's attitudes toward life insurance.

One may have been the fact

that the Missouri Synod constituency was apparently predominently
middle-class, perhaps even lower middle-class.

As late as 1932, Theodore

Graebner wrote that perhaps as many as ninety per cent of the Missouri
Synod membership was composed of workingmen, as opposed; to capitalists or
managers • 182

There may well have been a suspicion toward those who had

large sums of money.

An example of this attitude is the treatment of

life insurance by Carl Manthey Zorn.

Zorn rejected the traditional ar-

guments against life insurance as invalid.

These included that the

purchase of life insurance indicated a distrust of God, that life insurance was a form of gambling, and that people insured their lives in
order to gain wealth.

Zorn did object, holoBver, for what be thought

were economic reasons, although these reasons also betray a certain
socio-economic attitude.

He stated that it was foolish to insure with

a small company I which could become bankrupt.

On the other hand large

commercial companies were also objectionable because
181 These states with the exception of Missouri, comprise the West
North Central area of the United States. According to a census study
made in 1926, of the urban-rural distribution of the Missouri Synod
these states were ny far the most rural. Religious Bodies, 1926
(Washington, D.C. : United States Department of Coamerce, Bureau of the
Census, 1929), II, 735. Urban is defined as an incorporated town or
city with a population of at least 2500 inhabitants.
182T. Graebner, Pastor and People, P· 33.
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They are faithful and clever servants of Mammon, and they skilfully
strive , according to the rules which their god teaches them, to increase the capital they possess and the money which their patrons
entrust to their care.
Zorn continued by asking Christians
Are you willing to lend your money to these servants of Mammon and
let them handle it for you that you and your heirs may profit by
their dealing? Did God give your money to you for such a purpose?
Zorn concluded that mutual life insurance companies and assessment companies based on the same principles as mutual aid societies, were pennissible insurances for a Christian provided there were no other sins involved • 183

One person reported that there "may also have been a bit of

distrust from the earlier German immigrants for Yankee tricks. 11184
Life Insurance and Problems in the Parish
There have been some voices within the Synod that have held that the
Missouri Synod never took a position with regard to life insurance.

In a

previous part of this dissertation, this writer discussed this question
and concluded that opposition to life insurance was a part of the Synod's
public doctrine, even though such opposition was not considered to be of
a confessional nature nor divisive of fellowship.

There is a significant

amount of evidence to indicate that there were many within the Synod who
strenuously opposed life insurance and wre willing to take rather drastic
action in certain instances.
Almost all serious treatments of life insurance stated that the attitude of pastors should be to warn members about life insurance and its
183zorn, pp. 145-152.
184Questionnaire 349.
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sinfulness, but there are no statements in which church discipline was
encouraged against members who took out policies.

Thia was true of the

essays in the nineteenth century by men such as Andres, Huegli, and
Markworth.

Even Bente in 1908 stated that it would be wrong to proceed

with church discipline unless the policyowner were in fact convinced
that life insurance were sinful and still refused to cancel his policy.
(Life insurance policies with lodges or secret societies were an entirely different matter, and many persons were excommunicated for owning
such policies.

The following discussion is in reference only to coumer-

cial life insurance.)
Graebner made much of this traditional form of pastoral care in
justifying the change that occurred.

He implied that life insurance was

never taken as a sin serious enough to require church discipline.

In

1932 Graebner wrote in Pastor and People:
So far as I know,--Eckhardt's Real-lexicon185 bears out my
statement--we have never treated life insurance as a wrong for
which members must be disciplined and, if necessary, excommunicated .186
Graebner seems to have been consistent in maintaining this position both
with his correspondents as well as with his students in class. 187

On the

185Eckhardt, VIII, 170d-179d. The use of Eckhardt at this point is
somewhat ironic, since Eckhardt states very clearly that life insurance
is sinful and a form of gambling, an interpretation with which Graebner
disagreed. When Eckhardt stated church discipline was not to be administered, he based his statement on Bente 's discussion in "Saetze ueber
Lebensversicherung," Lehre und Wehre, LIV (,lune 1908), 179.
186
T. Graebner, Pastor and People, p. 110.
187
Theodore Graebner to Rev. F. l[orbits, 27 November 1923; Arthur
Thoms to Theodore Graebner, 8 December 1923; Graebner to Wm. Gakemeier,
24 April 1918; Graebner to Milbrath, 4 September 1924, TG-13. Questionnaire 135.
-
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other hand he did state in 1934 that life insurance "in some congregations • • . was a bar to membership. nl88 Yet as late as 1943, he still
maintained that no one had ever been disciplined because of life insurance_ 189
In this investigation several instances have been discovered in
which people were not only put under a great deal of pressure to cancel
their policies, but a few instances in which persons have been disciPlined.

A 1910 graduate of Concordia Teachers' College, Seward, Ne-

braska, stated that he had purchased a $1000 life insurance policy in
19 11, which his father, a pastor, made him cancel.

The same writer re-

ported that in Kansas an older member of a congregation purchased a
$50,000 policy for a term of one year.

The pastor and congregation ex-

communicated him. 190
Another pastor wrote that "about 1920 a pastor made his young
people quit the Walther League because the Walther League Messenger carried the A.A.L. advertisement. 11191 A parochial school teacher reported
that in 1913 the pastor in Carlinville, Illinois was canvassing with
the teacher for children for the parochial school.

During the canvass

188T. Graebner, Borderland of Right and Wrong, p. 26.
189Graebner and Kretzmann, Toward Lutheran Union, p. 63.
190Questionnaire 168.

The congregation was in l[ansas.
was a non-fraternal organization.

191Questionnaire 308.

The company

The pastor also stated that another pastor
was not only against life insurance but also the pastors' contribution
to the Board of Support. Criticism of the Walther League's
was more extensive than just this isolated instance. J. Prokopy to
G.D. Ziegler, 11 November 1926.
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they met the father of two children already enrolled; the pastor, Fr. G.
Wyneken, "bluntly told the father that our church was opposed to life insurance. • • . Who was I to oppose the stand taken by the church. n 192

In

1915, a young pastor in Nebraska was accused of owning a life insurance
policy and saw the intention of his accusers was to remove. him from the
ministry.

The district, however, rejected the accusation. 1 9 3

Another

member of the Synod's clergy in Hartford, Connecticut said, 'While I am
pastor of this church none of my parishioners shall carry life insurance
if I can help it. nl94

Another pastor lapsed a $S000 policy with the Aid

Association for Lutherans in 1925, ; because the congregation to which he
had been called in Iowa was opposed to life insurance. 195

A 192a

J

-radu-

ate reported that in his childhood the pastor had forced his father to
give up his $3000 life insurance policy with Lutheran Mutual Insurance
Company, Waverly, Iowa.

The pastor is reported to have. "preached

against life insurance in many sermons. 111 96

Another pastor reports that

he had been "raked over the coals a few times by members who had been

told by former pastors that life insurance ~nd~cated a lack of trust in
God. 11197

In an unusual instance of double standards, a pastor as late as

192Questionnaire 57, a graduate of Concordia Teachers College,
Addison, 1912.
19 3!-he accuser was Rev. B. Eckhardt. The accused was Rev. John
Schliepsiek. Letter from Schliepsiek to James Albers, 21 March 1969.
There is no reference to the incident in the minutes of Missouri Synod ,
Nebraska District, Proceedings, 1915
194o•nonnell, p. 726. O'Donnell simply identified Otto Duessel as
a typical minister's reaction to life insurance. Duessel was a Missouri
Synod clergyman. Der Lutheraner, LXXXII (3 August 1926), 263.
195Questionnaire 341.
197Questionnaire 302.

196Questionnaire 320.
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1935, wrote Theodore Graebner that 12 had discussed life insurance with
his adult Bible Class, and they had all agreed that life insurance was
not wrong, but that it would be wrong for a pastor to hold a policy, because pastors were supposed to be different.

The pastor volunteered to

cancel his policy.198
There were pastors who were personally in favor of life insurance
and who owned policies, but who could not publicly endorse the Aid Association for Lutherans because of the offense that would be cuased some
of their members • 199

In Farrar, Missouri ,--a group within the co~regation

continually criticized its pastors and teachers who joined the Aid Association for Lutherans. 200
Al though it would be unwise to make sweeping generalizations on the
basis of these incidents, it may at least be concluded that there were
persons who were in fact disciplined for owning life insurance policies
and many more who were strongly pressured into lapsing their policies or
into refraining from purchasing policies.

There were clearly many within

the Synod who took the Synod's public doctrine as expressed during the
nineteenth and early twentieth century quite seriously.
198Albert G. Merkens to Theodore Graebner, 14 October 1935; Theodore
Graebner to A. G. Merkens, 15 October 1935, ~13.
1990. w. Juengel to G.D. Ziegler, 3 August 1926, in the files of
the AAL. Juengel was a pastor in Shulton, Nebraska; G. Schaeffer to Aid
Association for Lutherans, 28 October 1926. Schaeffer was pastor at
Wessington Springs, North Dakota.
20Dff. M. Eggers to the Aid Association for Lutherans, 7 February
1937, in files of AAL.

CHAPTER X

CONCLUSIONS
Su11111ary

In reacting to life insurance beginning in the 1860s, C. P. W.
Walther and other leaders of the Missouri Synod confronted an institution wh: ch was just assuming popular proportion in America.

There is no

indication that the leaders of the Synod had any first-hand experience
with life insurance,or insurance in any form for that matter, prior to
their arrival in America.

Their reactions therefore were apparently to

a phenomenon which they viewed as peculiarly Anglo-American.
The Missouri Synod never passed any official resolutions at its
Synodical Conventions regarding life insurance.

Through official publi-

cations, however, the Synodical leaders condemned life insurance from
the 186Os until early in the twentieth century.
was called a damnable sin.

Initially life insurance

There were probably cultural and psychologi-

cal factors which partially accounted for the Synod's opposition to life
insurance, as evidenced by similar opposition in other German Protestant
denominations in America.

The most important theological reason was

given by C. 11. W. Walther in the 186Os, when he stated tba t 1 ife insurance was a usurious institution.

Walther defined usury as the taking of

interest in any form, regardless of the legal rates established by the
government.

Walther's definition was the classical definition held by

the church throughout the Middle Ages.

It was also Luther's definition,
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al though Luther made minor concessions.

By the end of the seventeenth

century, this position had been abandoned by almost all Protestant theologians, including the Lutheran orthodox theologians in Germany.

Walther

apparently revived this ancient teaching through his reading of Luther
and depended upon Luther's logic almost entirely in defending this position.

Walther understood the operation of life insurance to be based on

the successful reinvestment of surplus premiums on the part of life insurance companies.
The argument of usury diminished in significance after Walther's interpretation of it was seriously challenged in the Synod's convention in
1869 •

Walther had held that Biblical passages clearly prohibited the

taking of interest in any form.

When the issue came to the floor of the

Synod, Theodore Brohm, President of the Eastem District, presented
theses which approached the issue fra:a a different perspective.

Brohm

maintained that only the law of love could determine whether a particular
act was sinful.

On the basis of the law of love, Brohm concluded that

the taking of interest was sinful.

Walther's

opponents concurred that

the ultimate judge was the law of love, but they made a case for concl ucling that charging interest did not violate that law but ful"fil led it,
provided that exceptions were made for people who were impoverished.
Discussion of the issue was not completed at the convention and therefore was not thoroughly resolved.

Tbe Synod did state, however, that

the editors of the Synod's publications should continue to write about
the matter according to the truth of God's Word.
Al though usury was the chief argument against 1 ife insurance in the
1860s, two other arguments were also advanced at that time.

One was that
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life insurance was not purchased on the motivation of love but of selfishness.

This was evidently in partial response to claims made by life

insurance companies that they were charitable institutions, when in
rea~ity life insurance was a business arrangement.

The other objection

was that life insurance was emotionally repulsive.

That money could

substitute for the person who had died was regarded as a detraction from
the significance of that person and a degradation of the spiritual dimension of his temporal existence.

Life insurance was termed a mortal sin

(Todesuende).
The issue of life insurance continued to receive moderate exposure

in the publications of the Synod during the late 1860s and 1870s.

During

the 1880s several dis~ricts of the Synod, particularly the Canada and
Michigan districts, discussed life insurance and fraternal insurance at
their conventions, and apparently approved essays which had denounced
1 ife insurance.
In 1892 A. L. Graebner of Concordia Seminary, St. Louis, wrote a
lengthy series of articles in Der Lutheraner.

In these articles Graeb-

ner examined all forms of insurance and approved of all except life insurance both in its commercial and fraternal forms.

Graebner abandoned

the three arguments of the 1860s and based his objection to life insurance on the grounds that life insurance violated the principle of indemnity, in that life insurance bad no valid insurable object.

Be. rea-

soned that life insurance policies did not insure the earning power of
a person.

Even if earning power were considered to be the insured ob-

ject, such insurance would not be valid, since all other insurance was
based on actual possession or ownership of the insured item.

A person's
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potential income was not considered by Graebner to be a true possession.
To insure life was therefore tantamount to gambling, speculating on the
future , and seeking to obtain large sums of money for one 's family in return for little or no work.

Graebner did not attempt to demonstrate that

the Bible condemned gambling.
Other attempts to condemn life insurance in the nineteenth century
took different approaches.

/

One approach was to list the various methods

by which people received income in the Biblical period.

Forms of income

not listed in the Bible were then excluded as impermissible.
income was defined as wages, inheritance, and gifts.

Permissible

Since life insur-

ance did not fit any of these categories, it was considered sinful.

An-

other approach was to identify the motivation behird the purchase of
life insurance as greed.

In this way the ninth and tenth commandments

could be invoked as explicit Biblical support.

The seventh commandment

was used in conjunction with the gambli~ argument.
Since it was concluded that life insurance was unscriptural, hence
anti-Scriptural, it could then be concluded that those who insured their
lives did not truly trust God to provide in times of need.

Thus tbe use

of life insurance and trust in God came to be viewed as mutually exclusive alternatives.
premises.
t"he Synod.

Sometimes this conclusion was sevared from its logical

This seems to have been particularly true among the laity of
This dissociation was reenforced by life insurance companies

which occasionally advertised that it was better to purchase life insurance than to trust the providence of God.

The argument that it was bet-

ter to trust God rather than life insurance had been present in passing
in arguments as early as the 1860s, but it became more prominent at the
end of the century.

J
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Supplementary arguments were used to reenforce the position already
taken.

Increases in suicide rates attributed to misuse of life insurance,

the neglect of children whose lives had been insured, and occasional murders committed for the sake of insurance proceeds were all considered
further evidence of the intrinsic sinfulness of life insurance.
This investigation has revealed that despite the Synod's objections
to commercial life insurance in the nineteenth century, the real concern
of the Synod during that period was with fraternal insurance societies.
The Synod's objections to frabernal insurance were not directed primarily
at the insurance features of such societies but at their social, moral,
and religious characteristics.

Fraternal insurance became extremely sig-

nificant in the last third of the nineteenth century, and by the 1890s
threatened to overshadow co11111ercial life insurance.

The insurance of-

fered by fraternal societies usually included payments in times of sickness , home nursing if necessary, and a modest death benefit , usually not
much greater than was required to meet the expenses of a moderately
elaborate funeral and burial.
Similar societies, organized primarily for the purpose of insurance,
but devoid of religious trappings, also developed.

These were often re-

ferred to as mutual aid societies and were based on the assessment
method of insurance.

Although no Biblical passages could be adduced ex-

plicitly condemning such societies, it was generally held that co-operation
with non-Christians would lead to weakness of faith and morals, a loss of
loyalty to the church, and the scandalizing of the church for its inability to provide for the poor.

These societies were viewed by the leaders

of the Synod as a lesser evil, although they were still condemned.
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During the nineteenth century the Synod stressed that the congregation was the primary agent for caring for those Christians who needed
material assistance.
was at best moderate.

The success of the Synod in fulfilling this ideal
It was more successful in rural areas than in the

more transient and more anonymous neighborhoods of urban congregations.
Mutual aid societies subsequently developed within many of the Synod's
congregations, particularly in laIJer towns and cities.

These, too, were

opposed by the Synod's leaders who viewed such organizations as divisive
in the congregations and discriminatory against the genuinely poor who
could not afford to join such societies.

Mutual aid societies within

congregations were generally tolerated as a more satisfactory alternative
to other insurance organizations.
Due to weaknesses created by the smallness and inefficiency of
mutual aid societies within congregations, larger, supra-congregational
mutual aid societies began to develop within the Synod at the turn of
the century.

These included the Aid Association for Lutherans, in

Appleton, Wisconsin; the Concordia Mutual Benefit League, in Chicago;
the Concordia Aid Association, in St. Louis; the Brotherly Aid Society,
in Fort Wayne; and the Luther Union, in Michigan.

Most of these soci-

eties began their existence with opposition from persons within the
Synod, although none was condemned in the Synod's publications.

When

these societies, most notably the Aid Association for Lutherans in 1912,
converted from tba assessment system to the legal reserve system, they
became--with only a technical, legal exception--life insurance companies
operating on the same principles as the camaercial insurance companies
to which the Synod bad objected since tbe 1860s.
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What remained was the discovery of an acceptable justification for
accepting life insurance.

During the 1900s the Synod's publications be-

came mute on the topic of life insurance.

In 1906, B.

c.

Ludwig Schulze,

the first President of the Synod's Atlantic District, rejected almost all
of the Synod's traditional arguments against life insurance.

He denied

that life insurance was an "immoral form of gambling" and held that by
itself life insurance was not an act of mistrust toward God.
to concede that life insurance, as such, was sinful.
however, promote 1 ife insurance.

He refused

Schulze did not 1

Rather he discouraged it I because he

viewed it as creating excessive individualism, as causing a diversion of
funds and concern for true charity.

He also feared that the great con-

centration of wealth in the hands of life insurance companies was harmful
to the general welfare of society.

The last point was probably due to

the famous Armstrong investigation of life insurance in New York in 1905.
Schulze's essay was submitted to Lehre und Wehre, the Synod's theological journal, but publication was refused.

Instead a series of

theses by Friedrich Bente was published in 1908, with the purpose of
providing a basis for discussion within the pastoral conferences of the
Synod.

Bente held that potential incme was theoretically insurable,

which was an advance over A. L Graebner's position, but Bente held that
life insurance contracts were not constructed for this purpose.

Bente

concluded that in practice life insurance was nothing more than gambling
and therefore in every instance sinful.

Bente cautioned against apply-

ing church discipline to owners of life insurance policies I since life
insurance was difficult to comprehend.

After the appearance of Bente's

theses, Schulze finally published his own essay in 1909 1 with the support
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of the Atlantic District.

Schulze rebutted all of Bente'a arguments.

These two treatments of life insurance triggered a flurry of discussion
of 1 ife insurance within the pastoral conferences of the Synod.

By the ,;'

outbreak of World War I, the issue had subsided and the majority opinion
w~thin the Synod seemed to have shifted from disapproval to varying degrees of tolerance and approval.
Still needed was a rationale for the change.

Thia was provided in

the 1920s by Theodore Graebner of Concordia Seminary.
son of A. L. Graebner.

Graebner was the

The younger Graebner had been involved in the re-

organization of the Concordia Mutual Benefit League in Chicago in 1910.
Around 1920 Graebner began stating in his personal correspondence that
the Missouri Synod had changed its position because life insurance had
changed.

Graebner seems to have been the originator of this tradition

within the Synod, although this is not altogether certain.

Although

frequently asked what changes had occurred in the field of life insurance, Graebner refused to coament explicitly until the 1930a.

Already

in the 1920s he said very imprecisely that the Synod had opposed the
gambling features of older policies and that newer policies did not contain gambling elements.

Life insurance, particularly the 1n,urance of

Lutheran fraternals, according to Graebner, was to be understood as a cambination of the death benefit paid by the old mutual aid societies and a
savings plan.

Tliis explanation tended to allay the concerns of those who

operated with the theory of permissible income.

Although pressed re-

peatedly to identify the specific changes in life insurance, be finally
disclosed his opinion in the 1930s.

Be then stated that in the older

policies premiums could be paid for a long time and in the end nothing
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received by the policyholders.

This eleant of risk, Graebner contended,

/

had been eliminated with the developant of closer governmental supervision of life insurance.

The truth is that whole life insurance policies

with cash value and non-forfeiture clauses had been available from almost
all commercial companies at the end of the nineteenth century.

Purther-

more, lapsation of policies and the lack of non-forfeiture clauses was
not what critics within the Missouri Synod had been referring to in the
nineteenth century when they interpreted life insurance as gambling.

Nor

had critics been referring to the financial instability of life insurance
companies.

Rather the nineteenth-century objections were to the possi-

bility of receiving large sums of money in exchange for a relatively
small premium.

What Theodore Graebner seems to have been referring to,

al though he was never explicit on this point, were the changes which occurred within fraternal life insurance.

The esta'.blishment of legal re- /

serves, the adoption of more adequate rates, and the inclusion of cash
value clauses made fraternal life insurance cCXDpanies much safer.

Fra-

ternal life insurance had changed, but not c011111ercial life insurance.
It is true that there were sane significant changes which occurred
within coamercial life insurance, also, such as a refinement in the calculation of rates, a more sober and honest approach to advertising and
selling, and the inclusion of numerous clauses of benefit to policyholders.

The public was also made more knowledgeable about life insurance.

Life insurance became more attractive to the American public, and presumably also to the constituency of the Missouri Synod.
these changes were ~

Yet none of

to the criticism of life insurance macle by

critics in the Missouri Synod in the nineteenth century.

At best,
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Graebner' s assertion that the Missouri Synod bad not changed its principles was inaccurate and misleading, but it was an answer that many
within the Synod were willing to accept.
One objective of the dissertation was to determine the extent and
nature of interaction between the Missouri Synod and American culture.
It was hoped that the sources would indicate the interaction of economic,
social, and theological forces on the process of change within the Synod.
This goal was realized only in broad terms.

The dissertation contends

that the Synod reacted against life insurance in the 1860s in much the
same manner as other German Protestant groups did.

The Synod's specific

reasons for opposition, however, assumed specific and unique shape.
Furthermore, by asserting that the congregation was the primary source
of assistance in material problems, there was evidenced one clear attempt
to encompass as much of the individual's life within the church, thereby
providing a protective wall between the individual Christian and American
culture.

Social isolation seems to have been a goal.

The encounter with

life insurance is one example of how the Synod eventually failed to
achieve this goal.

It failed first in the urban areas, which is an in-

dication that urbanization and secularization were related forces within
the Synod.

Although broad cultural influences were important, the Synod

did not change its position without reevaluating life insurance theologically.
This study perhaps contributes additional information for dating
the process of acculturation of the Missouri Synod.

Although World War I

played a significant role in the acceptance by the Synod of certain
facets of American culture, the evidence indicates that tl:e life insurance
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issue, if it is interpreted as a mark of acculturation, reached its
climax prior to World War I, certainly before 1917.
Finally, the dissertation provides at least one example of how the
Synod came to change its position with regard to a position which it
had taken, in this instance a practical or ethical issue.

The arguments

for initial opposition changed almost canpletely before the Synod terminated opposition in the twentieth century.

After the termination of

public condemnation of life insurance, there followed a period of public
silence during which there was a division of opinion within the Synod.
A rationale for its change in attitude was introduced quietly but not
officially in the 1920s.

This was popularly accepted:.Jmt; does not seem

to have been entirely accurate in its perception of the succession of
changes within the Synod.
Areas for Further Study
As a result of this investigation it would appear that the lodge
issue within the Missouri Synod needs to be studied more intensely, particularly in the nineteenth century and with an emphasis on the social
and institutional rivalries which existed between the fraternal movement
and American Protestantism, including the Missouri Synod.

The sources

utilized in this dissertation suggest that fraternal lodges presented a
formidable challenge to almost all denominations in Amrica in the last
third of the nineteenth century.

These societies, many of them German,

vied not only for a particular religious point of view, but also for the
social and emotional loyalties and energies of German Protestants.

The

difficulty such an investigation would encounter would be the availability

/
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of material dealing with the issues, especially on the local level which
are necessary to expose the functional nature of the tension between the
lodges and the Missouri Synod.
An important source in this dissertation was the minutes of pastoral
conferences of the Synod.

It is the opinion of this writer that a study

of almost any practical issue within the Missouri Synod must take cognizance of these documents.

Variations of thought within the clergy of

the Synod are most likely to be found in these sources rather than in the
Synod's official publications which sought to present a uniform point of
view•

Conference minutes were carefully recorded and many of them are

still extant.
War I.

This is true particularly for the period up to about World

The minutes, unfortunately, are usually not only written in Ger-

man but in the German script as well.
In searching for background materials on the development of ethical
thinking within the Synod, a noticeable absence of historical accounts
became apparent.

This is particularly true of the area of social ethics,

although there are almost no treatments of the history of personal ethics
within the Synod either.

A suggested reason for this deficiency is the

Synod's probaQle non-involvement with affairs of American culture beyond
those which directly impinged upon the lives of individual Christians or
the institutional life of the Synod.

This is all the more reason for

such studies to be undertaken, so that whatever thought was given to
ethical problems can be made available as another component in the thinking that will have to be done about conteq,orary and future ethical
problems.

,_
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In the dissertation the writer tried to identify social, psychological , and economic influences in the Synod' a actions.
altogether successful.
influences.

Thia was not

At least more attention could be paid to these

Possibly biographical analyses of key figures who could be

labeled progressive or conservative could be undertaken to determine
whether there were social or educational patterns in each grouping which
would indicate sources of influence.
An area that perhaps needs historical investigation is that of
church discipline.

Church discipline was involved in several phases of

the life insurance controversy.

A study of the origins of church disci-

pline, particularly within the Missouri Synod, together with an analysis
of the extent to which members were disciplined, and when and why church
discipline began to decline within the Synod, could prove useful.

The

adequacy of resources and methodology would have to be evaluated before
an in depth study were undertaken.

APPBNDIX

PAS'lt>RAL CONFER.Et«:~ OF THE MISSOURI SYNOD WHICH
DISCUSSED INSURANCE, FROM 1863--1925

Year

Conference

1863

St. Louis

Aid Congregations within a Congregation

1869

Rockford--Peoria

Can a Christian Join a Mutual Aid
Insurance Society?

1871

Milwaukee

Topic

Essayist

Source
Minutes 1
2

P. Heid

t26 XXVI, 33

Why a Christian Cannot Join a
Life Insurance Society

F. Lochner

XXVII, 153

Kanold

Minutes

1873

Buffalo

Fire and Life Insurance

1875

Saginaw

Pastoral Care for members purchasing
life insurance

Minutes

1876

Saginaw

Life and Pire Insurance

Minutes

1876

Buffalo

Fire Insurance

Minutes

1881

Saginaw

Property Insurance

ltleam

Minutes

1see Bibliography for full title of minutes for pastoral conferences.
2~

is symbol for Der Lutberaner.

otherwise noted.

All volume and page references are from this source unless

~

~

Topic

Essayist

Source

Year

Conference

1886

Saginaw

Whether a M.ltual Fire Insurance
Should be Established for Congregations in Michigan

Minutes

1887

Saginaw

Membership in Worldly Societies

Minutes

1888

Saginaw

Ancient Order of Workmen, and the
Insurance They Offer

Minutes

1890

Northern Illinois

Accident Insurance

Minutes

1890

Port Wayne

Workers' Aid and Hltual Aid Societies

XLVI, 51

1891

Rortbern Illinois

Hltual Aid Societies

1891

Buffalo

Minutes

g

Can a Congregation be Beneficiary
to a Life Insurance Policy?

Minutes

°'

1891

New York-New England Should a Pastor Join a H.ttual Aid
Society Within His Congregation?

Minutes

1891

Wittenberg, Wis.

1892

Rew York-New Bngland A. L. Graebner •a Theses on Life
Insurance

1892

Southeastern Michigan The Difference Between Pire and
Life Insurance

Franke

1892

Rew York-New England Graebner•a Article on the Essence
of Insurance

J.P. Beyer Minutes
XLVIII, 170

1893

New York-Rew England Graebner'a Article on Insurance

Brauer

XLVI, 14

Society and Insurance Mattera

Minutes
XI.VIII, 155

IL, 79

Year

Conference

1893

Gulf States

1894

Topic

Essayist

Source

Fire and Life Insurance

Barthel

IL, 126

Cleveland

Aid Societies Within a Congregation

Zorn

Mi.nutes

1894

Central Illinois

:tlltual Insurance and the Difference
Between Property and Life Insurance

F. Berg

L, 133

1895

Northern Illinois

The Difference Between Fire and Life
Insurance

1896

Central Illinois

Life Insurance

Zahn

LII, 122

1897

Sheboygan and

The Essence of Societalism

Haebnel

LIII, 181

Minutes

Manitowoc
1897

Central Illinois

Life Insurance

Zahn and
Hohenstein

~III, 155

1897

Park B.egion, Minn.

llltual Aid Societies in the Congregation in View of Life Insurance

Bartz

LIII, 164

1898

Colora4o

Life Inaurance

Oesch

LIV, 47

1898

Southern Ml.nneaota

Accident Insurance

G. B.umach

LIV, 152

1898

Wolf aiver, Wis.

Difference Between Life and Fire
Insurance

Jaeger

LIV, 122

1898

Central Illinois

Life Insurance

Zahn and
Hohenstein.

LIV, 161

1898

Southern Illinois

Is the Essence of Life Insurance
an Adiapboron?

Link

LIV, 144

1899

Southern Illinois

Is Insurance an Adiapboron?

Scburicbt

LV, 135

i:-

0
.....

Essayist

Source

Workers Society of Michigan

Frinke

LV, 135

Sheboygan and
Manitowoc

Difference Between Fire and Life
Insurance

Doebler

Minutes

1899

Colorado

Life Insurance

1900

Northern Indiana

Life Insurance

1900

Southeast Minnesota Life Insurance

1900

Colorado

1901

South Michigan

1901

Year

Conference

1899

Michigan

1899

Topic

Minutes
Lange

LVI, 300

Rumsch

LVI, 109

Life Insurance and Societies

Oesch

LVI, 109

Life Insurance

Roeder

LVII, 12

J!'ox and Wolf River, Life Insurance

Henkel

LVII, 221

Wia.

1901

Winfield

Difference Between Life and Pire
Insurance

Krenke

LVII, 91

l.902

Northern Illinois

Life Insurance

Pardieck

LVIII, 220

1902

Winfield

Difference Between Life and Pire
Inaurance

Stoppelwertb LVI·I·i ·, 172

1902

rmc

Life Insurance

J.Cartb and
Pubrmann

and Wolf River,

Wis.

LVIII, 220
Minutes

1902

Olcawvi.lle, lH •.

Kitual Aid Societies

1902

Wisconsin District

Aid Matters

Daib

1903

rmc

Appleton Aid Matter

A. Griam and Lilt, 317
W. Henkel

Wis.

an4 Wolf River,

LVIII, 251

~

i

,.
Year

Conference

1903

Northern Indiana

1903

Topic

Essayist

Source

Life Insurance

A. Lange

LIX, 317

Northwest Ohio

Life Insurance

Wyneken

LDC, 412

1904

Northern Indiana

Life Insurance

A. Lange

LDC 1 334

1904

Northern Illinois

Merger of Aid Societies

Burgdorf

LX, 346

1904

Western Michigan

Life Insurance

Schinnerer

LX, 301

1905

Northern Illinois

Merger of Aid Societies

Burgdorf

LXI, 107

1905

Northern Illinois

Merger of Aid Societies

Burgdorf

LXI 1 235

1905

Southeast Missouri

!lltual Aid Societies

1905

Rew York-Rew England Life Insurance (not discussed)

L. Schulze

LXI, 57

1905

Rew York-Rew England Life Insurance

L. Schulze

LXI, 316

1905

North and West
Michigan

Life Insurance

Speckbard

LXI, 299

1906

Colorado

Difference Between Life and Fire
Insurance

Mieger

LXII, 396

1906

Dodge and Washington Life Insurance
County, Wis •

Tb. Hoffmann LXII, 164
W. Rutb

1906

New York-New Bnglmd Life Insurance

Schulze

LXII, 332

Chippewa Valley I Wis. Life Insurance

Gerike

LXII, 316

1906

Oregon and Washington Life Insurance

Duchow

LXII, 348

1906

LXI, 141
.J:'
0

IO

Year

Conference

Essayist

Source

1907

Southeast Nebraska

Life Insurance

Matushka

LXIII, 108

1907

Northwest Missouri

Life Insurance

Lobeck

LXIII, 139

1907

Central Illinois

Aid Societies Within a Congregation

Kuppler

LXIII, 282

1907

Oregon and Washington Life Insurance

Duchow

LXIII, 346

1908

Soo District (North Difference Between Fire and Life
Dakota and Minnesota) Insurance

Lueker

LXIV, 292

1908

Colorado

Kretzmann
Permitted and Prohibited Ways of
Gaining !t>ney I with Special Reference
to Fire and Life Insurance

1908

Central Illbois

Aid Societies Within a Congregation

1908

Oregon

1909

Leavenworth, Kansas Life Insuranae According to Lehre
uncl Webre

1909

Northern Iowa

Life Insurance

Kreutz

LXV, 1-70-

1909

Bast Lake Shore,
Ml.ch.

Life Insurance and Fire Insurance

Schwartz

'LXV, 109, 220

Life Insurance

Winter

'LXV, 346

1909

Baltimore
Northwest Missouri

Life Insurance

Lobeck

'LXV, 140

1909
1909

Winnipeg, Mani tob.

Life Insurance

1909

southern California

Life Insurance and the Theses in
Labre uncl Webre

and

Topic

Washington Life Insurance

LXIV, 101

Kuppler

LXIV, 229

Duchow

LXIV, 229
LXV, 203

'LXV, 283
Berner

'LXV, 93

...
OS:
0

Essayist

Source

Life Insurance

Kreutz

LXVI, 191

Baltimore

Life Insurance

Winter

LXV, 361

1910

Southwest Nebraska

Life Insurance

Hopmann

LXVI, 208

1910

Northwest Missouri

Life Insurance

Lobeck

LXVI, 174

1910

West Kansas

Ev. Luth. Insurance Society of
Wisconsin and Other States

M. Senne

LXVI, 145

1910

Southern California

Insurance Societies in Wisconsin and
Michigan

Schmaelzer

LXVI, 95

1919

Southern Iowa

Life Insurance

Heine

LXVI, 145
LXVI,

Year

Conference

1910

Northern Iowa

1910

Topic

1910

New York

Hltual Aid Societies Within Our
Congregations

Schoenfeld

1910

Mississippi
Oliver, Minnesota)

Life Insurance

Palechek

LXVI, 225

1911

Baltimore

Life Insurance

Winter

LXVII, 112

1911

1912

Bast and West Kansas Appleton Aid Association for Lutherans Senne
Wolff and
Tbe Essence of Insurance
Yellow Bank, Minn.
Klemp

1912

Northeast Wisconsin

Bente on Life Insurance

1912

West 1ansaa

1912

south Indiana

ll

LXVII, 196
LXVIII, 113

Karpinsky

I.XVIII, 254

Bxamination of Bv. luth. Insurance
Society of Wisconsin

Senne

LXVIII, 176

Life Insurance

Juen.gel

LXVIII, 304

....
....

,I::'

Year

Conference

1912

Eastern District of
Central Illinois

Life Insurance

1913

North Iowa

Theses Concerning a M.ltual Aid Society Seltz
for Pastors of Our Synod

1913

West Nebraska and

Topic

Essayist

Source

Heyne

LXVIII, 319

Schulze's Pamphlet on Life Insurance

LXIX, 144
LXIX, 78

Wyoming

1913

Danville-Champaign,
Ill.

Life Insurance

Heyne

Minutes

1913

Shawano, Wis •

Life Insurance

Karpinsky

LXIX, 319

1913

Ml.nnitonka, Minn.

Life Insurance on the Basis o f ~
und Webre

Kolbe

LXIX, 303

1913

Southern Indiana

Life Insurance

Juengel

LXIX, 304

1913

Buffalo

Life Insurance

Schmidt

LXIX, 77

1913

Buffalo

Life Insurance

Schmidt

LXIX, 304

1914

Minnesota

Life Insurance

Kolbe

LXX, 98

1914

North Iowa

Aid Matters

Hanssen and

LXX, 258

1914

Buffalo

Life Insurance

Schmidt

LXX, 179

I

Breihan

1914

Buffalo

Life Insurance

Schmidt

LXX, 307

1914

Shawano, Wis •

Life Insurance

J.Carpins lcy

LU, 307

1914

Southern Indiana

Life Insurance

Juengel

LXX, 209

f!
N

Year

Conference

1915

North Nebraska

1915

Topic

Essayist

Source

Aid

Holstein

LXXI, 253

Central Wisconsin

Can a Person Take Woodmen Lodge
Insurance Without Being Guilty of the
Sin of Lodgery?

Eggert

LXXI, 132

1916

Central Wisconsin

Can a Person Take Woodman Lodge Insurance Without Being Guilty of the
Sin of Lodgery?
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